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INCARCERATED MOTHERS’ COMMUNICATION WHILE SEPARATED

ALICIA ROMANO

ABSTRACT
The separation and re-unification of the mother and child requires the attention of
scholars. Re-establishing a relationship with his or her mother alleviates the threat of the
consequences that a child experiences when his or her mother is incarcerated. Fifty three
incarcerated mothers were interviewed on their communication with their children while
separated. A content analysis was used to gain insight on the types of conflict, conflict
strategies, conflict styles, and cause of conflict. Using an interpersonal skill deficiency
model this study found that there was a difference between conflicts described as ending
negatively and conflicts described as ending positively. During conflicts that ended
negatively, incarcerated mothers used less strategies and conflict styles indicating a lack
of constructive skills during times of frustration and anger. Relationships were also found
between incarcerated mothers’ attitudes toward parenting and verbal aggressive
messages, parenting style and incarcerated mothers’ attitudes toward parenting, and
verbal aggressive messages and incarcerated mothers’ socio-communicative style. By
giving incarcerated mothers competent and constructive skills to deal with conflict
management, especially the conflict topic of incarceration, the mother-child relationship
may be strengthened.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

According to the Bureau of Justice Statistics (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2000) it is
estimated that 1.3 million children have a mother who is incarcerated and 2.1 million
children have a father who is incarcerated. However, single mothers head 84% of singlefamily households and 46% of mothers in state prison and 51.3% of mothers in federal
prison live in a single parent household (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2000; LePoire,
2006). Incarcerated mothers are at a disadvantage when it comes to parenting while
separated. For example Clark (1995) states, “Children are the unseen victims of a
mother’s incarceration” (p.307). The impact of incarceration of mothers has devastating
effects. For example, children are at risk of suffering depression, exhibiting aggressive
behavior, showing signs of trouble in academic progress, and having problems with
future relationships with others, including their mothers (Hanlon, Carswell, & Rose,
2007). These children are also at a higher likelihood for repeating the same behavior as
their parents (Austin, Bloom, & Donahue, 1992). Re-establishing a relationship with his
or her mother alleviates the threat of consequences that a child experiences when his or
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her mother incarcerated (Sharp, 2003). The separation and re-unification of the mother
and child requires the attention of scholars.

The incarcerated mother, whose crimes most often consist of drug offenses and
fraud, also suffers upon re-entry to her family and the parent child relationship (Bureau of
Justice Statistics, 2000). Women who are incarcerated often lack the ability to handle
stress, anger, and frustration (Clark, 1995; Sorbello, Eccleston, Ward, & Jones, 2002). In
addition, the prison environment itself often exacerbates the already disproportionate
intense emotions and inability to tolerate stress in female offenders (Clark, 1995). Also,
McCurdy (2005) found changes in stress and support exerted the most significant effect
on change in potential child abuse. The less stress and more support a mother received
the less chance for abuse (McCurdy, 2005). These negative feelings of stress, anger, and
frustration are often then manifested in mothers’ behaviors toward their children
(Sorbello, Eccleston, Ward, & Jones, 2002). Similarly, Cupach, Canary, and Spitzberg
(2010) argue feelings of anger may arise from goal frustration present in conflict
episodes.

Parenting, therefore, is a context for these emotions and behaviors to be activated
and it thus becomes critical for these mothers to have appropriate skills to address their
emotions (Houck & Loper, 2002). Women inmates have few coping strategies to deal
with their anger, thus putting them at risk for acting out in inappropriate, aggressive
parenting styles (Crump, 1995). Without intervention, the parent-child relationship would
likely suffer. An interpersonal skill deficiency model (Infante, Chandler, & Rudd, 1989;
Infante & Rancer, 1982) framework that bridges parent communication skills especially
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in anger management and conflict resolution could provide a framework for repairing the
family structure. This research seeks to expand knowledge of mother-child relationships
by examining how incarcerated mothers communicate during times of conflict. This
study adapts the interpersonal skills deficiency model to explain the role of mother-child
communication and expands the model to include parenting and conflict styles and their
impact on conflict strategies and tactics.

Purpose
Duncan’s (1967) well known phrase “we do not relate than talk, but we relate in
talk” (p. 249) reflects the importance of how our relationships are defined by our
communication. This study uses an interpersonal skills deficiency model to examine the
incarcerated mother-child communication and competency during mother-child conflict,
especially message choice, communication tactics, and parenting attitudes. Specifically,
this study examined the incarcerated mother-child relationship by assessing incarcerated
mothers’ attitudes toward the parent-child relationship, the incarcerated mother’s sociocommunicative style, conflict management strategies, parenting style and parenting
communication issues during conflict the incarcerated mother faces.
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CHAPTER II

LITERATURE REVIEW

Interpersonal Skills Deficiency Model

Using an interpersonal communication deficiency framework (Infante & Rancer,
1982; Infante, Chandler, & Rudd, 1989) this study examines parents’ persuasive
messages and their response to their children’s resistance messages. The interpersonal
skill deficiency model suggests verbal aggression is used when more constructive skills
for dealing with conflict are lacking (Infante & Wigley, 1986). Constructive strategies
and messages involve presenting and defending one’s position in parenting, whereas
verbal aggression attacks the child’s self-concept rather than, or in addition to, the child’s
position and action (Infante & Wigley, 1986). Types of verbally aggressive messages
identified by Infante and Wigley (1986) are character attacks, threats, competence
attacks, malediction, insults, teasing, ridicule, profanity, and nonverbal emblems. These
messages make the child feel less favorably about himself or herself (Infante & Wigley,
1986).
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It is also noted that people may respond with physical force because they lack
alternative social skills due to the relationship between physical and verbal aggression
(Bandura, 1973). Many studies have demonstrated verbal aggressiveness can lead to
violence in family relationships (Infante, Chandler, & Rudd, 1989; Infante, Sabourin,
Rudd, & Shannon, 1990; Moore & Pepler, 1998, 2006; Rudd, Beatty, Vogl-Bauer, &
Dobos, 1997; Sabourin, Infante, & Rudd, 1993; Spillane-Grieco, 2000). For example,
Infante, Chandler, and Rudd’s (1989) study of abusive relationships indicated the
individuals in abusive relationships were less argumentative and more verbally
aggressive than those in non-abusive relationships. They also found verbal aggression
was a catalyst to physical violence (Infante, Chandler, & Rudd, 1989). In a longitudinal
study, Benzies, Keown, and Magill-Evans (2009) concluded hostile, aggressive,
ineffective parenting has an immediate effect on aggression prior to any evidence of
aggressive behavior in the child. Thompson, Christensen, et. al. (1999) identified a
cluster of parents who were at high risk of child abuse and neglect, citing these harsh or
abusive parents were more likely to use verbal abuse, endorse physical punishment,
devalue children, and use physical coercive discipline strategies. Infante, Sabourin, Rudd
and Shannon (1990) also found evidence to suggest that according to the skill deficiency
model, verbal aggression is a necessary but not sufficient condition for relationship
violence.
Rudd, Vogl-Bauer, Dobos, Beatty & Valencic (1998) examined parents’ trait
verbal aggressiveness and frustration in response to anger produced from interactions
with their children. During a child’s noncompliance their hypothesis was supported that
parents’ trait verbal aggressiveness and high frustration levels produced anger states.
5

Furthermore, trait verbal aggressiveness is most strongly related to anger during highly
frustrating situations. Therefore, the more trait verbally aggressive a parent is the more
likely frustration will turn into anger. Consequently, the effect this has on children
consequently is that they may come to expect anger as an acceptable response to
noncompliance.

The role of father-son relationships has been examined in relation to
communication competency, and similar assumptions can be made to mother-child
relationships. The definition of communication competency involves appropriateness and
effectiveness. “Effectiveness refers to the accomplishment of relatively desirable and or
preferred outcomes while appropriateness refers to the individual’s ability to act in a
manner that is fitting to the context, thereby avoiding the violation of valued rules,
expectancy, or norms” (Spitzberg, 1994, p.31). In Beatty, Burant, Dobos, and Rudd
(1996) it was found plans of fathers who were high in verbal aggressiveness were likely
to be less appropriate than other fathers’ plans. The verbally aggressive fathers were also
less aware of other effective plans, which is indicative of the skills deficiency model
(Beatty et. al., 1996). Rudd, Beatty, Vogl-Bauer, and Dobos (1997) reported evidence
that the higher the instance of trait verbal aggressiveness the lower the rating of tactics
such as “establishing dialogue and working on the relationship and the higher the rating
of coercive tactics” (p. 389). Here too the plans of the fathers were less effective and
appropriate (Rudd, Beatty, Vogl-Bauer, & Dobos, 1997). Although this study is focused
on the mother-child relationship, the father-child relationship offers insight on the
behaviors inherent in the parent-child relationship.
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More recent studies have begun to focus on mother-child verbal aggression.
Mothers’ verbal aggression has been linked to child problems (Moore & Pepler, 1998;
Spillane-Grieco, 2000). Maternal verbal aggression directed at children was the strongest
predictor of a child’s adjustment, especially in violent families (Moore & Pepler, 1998).
Spillane-Grienco (2000) also found teenage offenders reported higher levels of verbal
abuse from their mothers than non-offenders. More recently, Moore and Pepler (2006)
found mothers who were classified in violent families were more likely to use insults and
threats than those in nonviolent families.

Mother-Child Communication
The mother’s role in communication is continually guiding and directing
children’s behavior that hopefully results in productive adults. Mothers are responsible
for physical, emotional, intellectual, and social development of their children (LePoire,
2006). Huston and Holmes (2004) posited communication with a new infant accompanies
the successful completion of just about every task associated with nurturing and care
giving. Mothers are especially responsible for the traditional nurturer role and tasks,
completing around 80% of the routine tasks such as changing diapers, feeding, soothing,
bathing, and teaching (Huston & Holmes, 2004). Mothers are the major source of care
and communication with the child. This is consistent with role theory which states
mothers are most often and most likely to be the nurturers of the family (LePoire, 2006).
Mothers are viewed as more understanding and accepting; adolescents report talking
more with their mothers than with their fathers and also show a tendency to share their
feelings with their mothers over their fathers (Steinberg & Silk, 2002; Youniss &
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Smoller, 1985). Adolescents are also more likely to compromise with their mothers than
with their fathers during conflict (Smetana, Yau, & Hanson, 1991; Vuchinich, 1987). The
ongoing communication between mother and child is important to understand.

This ongoing communication serves many functions. Two primary
communicative functions in families are nurturing and control. Nurturing communication
is communication that encourages the social, emotional, and intellectual development of
children (LePoire, 2006). Controlling communication involves limiting the options and
behaviors of children. It has a positive developmental aspect and a dark side of conflict,
influence, and even violence (LePoire, 2006). Mothers are responsible for both nurturing
and control aspects of parenting (LePoire, 2006). Thus, the communication between
mother and child is important: however, the effects of incarceration on this everyday
communication have both positive and negative effects on the relationship.

The incarcerated mother. Incarcerated mothers maintain communication while
separated through standard mail, telephone calls, and visits (Bureau of Justice Statistics,
2000; Houck & Loper, 2002; Sharp 2003). Sixty percent of mothers in state prison and
70% in federal prison report some contact with their children on a weekly basis with mail
being the most common followed by telephone (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2000). The
use of telephones to maintain contact however, has its limitations. For instance, telephone
calls have historically been are expensive for mothers and their families. Also telephone
privileges may need to be earned and restricted (Sharp, 2003). Houck and Loper (2003)
found mothers who had less contact with their children felt they had less of an influence
and reported higher emotional and physical distress. Communication between mother and
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child is critical because maintaining family relationships while separated is a strong
predictor of mental health, increased self-esteem, and reduced recidivism (Clark, 1995;
Hairston, 1991; Sharp, 2003).

Many incarcerated mothers find motherhood one of the few positive roles they
can fulfill, and loss of this nurturing maternal role can have negative consequences on
their stability (Clark, 1995; Shamai & Kochal, 2008; Sharp, 2003). Some positive aspects
of motherhood for women in prison identified by Shamai and Kochal (2008) were
motherhood as a coping strategy and motive for change. However, Houck and Loper
(2002) found many incarcerated mothers feel considerable amounts of distress around
their skill and competency as a parent because it is difficult to provide care while
separated. For instance, Clark (1995) recognized women can no longer provide for the
day-to-day activities, needs, or decisions of their children. Ardetti and Few (2008) also
identify children as a source of relational distress for incarcerated mothers, producing
feelings of anxiety and depression. Concerns about leaving and re-entry, regrets and
worry, effects of incarceration on their children, and care for their children while they are
separated were all indicators of maternal distress (Ardetti & Few, 2008).

Clark (1995) identifies ways in which the prison environment helped
simultaneously improve and damage the mother-child relationship. Many women admit
their relationship with their children before incarceration was difficult but prison helped
save them from drugs and other destructive behaviors that influenced their ability to
parent. The ways in which these women talk about their parenting however is based on
“the good mother myth” (Clark, 1995, p. 322), which fosters guilt and denial. Many
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incarcerated mothers communicate only the good things about them and their children,
leaving out the other problems in order to combat guilt and shame (Clark, 1995). This
may be a way in which incarcerated mothers, like other mothers, try to maintain a “good
mother face” for acceptance and approval from others (Heisler & Butler Ellis, 2008).
However, while in prison, many women are able to try to understand and identify ways of
improving their relationship with their children, and the separation has in some ways
improved their relationship (Clark, 1995; Shamai & Kochal, 2008). This is not done
without negative emotions. Senses of loss, guilt, self-blame, and self-pity are often
evident in the process of coming to terms with separation. Shamai and Kochal (2008)
recognized that in some cases these emotions become overpowering and mothers in
prison choose to not continue contact with their children while in prison. Perhaps learning
constructive parenting communication skills may de-escalate the intensity of these
emotions and offer appropriate skills for more open communication between mother and
child while separated.

Parenting Styles and Attitudes

Identifying parenting styles provides a strong argument for measuring attitudes
toward the mother-child relationship. An individual’s attitude toward parenting and his or
her relationship with his or her child may be affected by which parenting style he or she
uses. Or his or her parenting style could be affected by his or her attitude toward
parenting and his or her relationship with his or her child. Specific attitudes in this study
include parental support (emotional and social support), satisfaction with parenting
(amount of pleasure and fulfillment), parental involvement (interaction with and
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knowledge of child), communication (perception of communication effectiveness), limit
setting (experiences with discipline), autonomy (promote child independence), and role
orientation (parenting gender roles) (Gerard, 2005).

Parenting style. Baumrind (1966) identifies three types of parenting styles
authoritative parents, permissive parents, and authoritarian parents. Authoritative parents
balance high nurturance and high control (Baumrind, 1966). Children of authoritative
parents have been found to exhibit better conflict management and social skills than
children of other types of parents (Steinberg, 2001). In addition, children and adolescents
of authoritative parents have been found to be socially responsible and independent,
affiliative, self-reliant, explorative, realistic, competent, and content (Baumrind,
1971). Authoritative parents may therefore score high on attitudes towards parental
support, satisfaction with parenting, parental involvement, communication, limit setting,
and autonomy because of the positive child outcomes associated with authoritative
parents.

Authoritarian parents are strict, lack warmth and typically use harsh discipline
styles. They are more concerned with control than nurturance (Baumrind, 1966; Brody,
1998). Dix, Ruble and Zambarano (1989) reported mothers with authoritarian parenting
ideologies prefer power- assertive discipline strategies. Children of authoritarian parents
were found to be more discontent, withdrawn and distrustful, insecure and apprehensive,
less affiliative, and more likely to be aggressive under stress (Baumrind, 1967). In
addition, children and adolescents of authoritarian parents reported more conflict with
their parents and lower self-esteem then the other two parenting styles (Amanat & Butler,
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1984; Baumrind, 1967, 1971; Buri et. al., 1988; Halpin, Halpin, & Whiddon, 1980;
Lamborn et. al., 1991). Thompson, Hollis, and Richards (2003) found a linear
relationship between maternal approval of authoritarian parenting attitudes and higher
rates of conduct problems at ages five and 10.Grolnick, Price, Beiswenger, and Sauck
(2007) discovered moms with controlling parental attitudes were significantly more likely
to give answers to their children, spend more time talking, and be rated as more
controlling by observers and less likely to offer feedback than mothers with supportive
behaviors during a play interaction with their children. This identifies specific
communication behaviors exhibited by parents with a high need for control. Mothers with
an authoritarian parenting style may have lower attitudes toward parental support because
they lack social support and therefore may need to be more controlling in order to be seen
as respected. They may also score lower on the autonomy scale limiting their child’s
independence. Mothers with this style may also be more liberal in their role orientation
and exhibit more masculine parenting qualities or attitudes.

Permissive parents lack control and effective monitoring by either neglecting or
indulging their children (Baumrin, 1966). Permissive parents are high
responsiveness/warmth and low demanding/control (Maccoby & Martin, 1983). Children
and adolescents of permissive parents have been found to exhibit a lack of self-control
and self-reliance, higher school conflicts, poor academic performance, low self-esteem
and higher parental conflict (Baumrind, 1967; Eskilson et. al., 1986; Lamborn et. al.,
1991). Mothers with a permissive parenting style may score low on the limit setting and
communication scales because they lack the ability to effectively discipline their children.

12

Clark (1995) argues many incarcerated women turn to an authoritarian parenting
style because many of these same mothers are “kids” themselves. These women are
insecure and ashamed and act out in a strict, high-control manner in order to compensate
for their inadequacies. Many of these women may even condemn similar behaviors in
their children that they themselves have struggled with. On the other hand, Surratt (2003)
found support for incarcerated drug-users’ positive parenting attitudes; she did not find a
significant relationship between incarcerated mothers expressing overly controlling or
punitive attitudes toward their children. Another way to look at the relationship between
mother and child is as siblings rather than parent-child (Clark, 1995). Grella and
Greenwell (2006) investigated parental attitudes of substance-using women offenders and
found they were at a greater risk of scoring high on the role-reversal scale, which
indicates a lack of the appropriate clarification between parent and child. Incarcerated
women identify with the powerlessness and frustration many of their children face. It is
also difficult to help set rules and limits on their children when the mothers themselves
also have problems following rules and limits. However, Clark (1995) states the use of
parallel experiences can be useful when communicating with their children. Many
women find it difficult to answer the complicated questions and feelings their children
are dealing with, but if they do, Clark (1995) argues one of the most important things
incarcerated mothers can give their children is “the truth of their own lives” (p. 318).

According to Baumrind (1966), parenting style may affect which strategies are
used during conflict. Hartos, Eitel, Haynie, and Simons-Morton (2000) identified
communication practices used by highly demanding parents and highly responsive
parents. Highly demanding parents use monitoring, control and restrictions, whereas
13

highly responsive parents use warmth, reciprocal responses, clear and person-centered
communication, and an atmosphere that encourages secure attachment styles (Hartos,
Eitel, Haynie, & Simons-Morton, 2000). Bayer and Cegala’s (1992) study of trait verbal
aggressiveness and argumentativeness and parenting style also lends support to the notion
that parents with different parenting styles may use different strategies during conflict.
They found the most verbally aggressive parenting style is the authoritarian parent who
tends to attack the self-concept of others, whereas the authoritative parent tends to avoid
using personal attacks and be more argumentative.

Parenting Communication Strategies and Conflict

An overwhelming amount of parenting communication is persuasive
communication. As one can expect, persuasion is often met with resistance. Some of the
earliest experiences one has with conflict are as a child. Conflict between parent and
child begins early and occurs often (Cupach, Canary, & Spitzberg, 2010). Dunn and
Munn (1987) studied mother-toddler interactions and found that in each hour of
observation seven to eight conflicts were recorded with an average of three to four
conflicts in an hour. In a study of children, ages five to nine, it was found that persuasion
were met more than half the time with the children’s resistance (Eiesnberg,
1992). Although Eiesnberg (1992) found most conflicts with young children are brief and
lack negative feelings, constant resistance and conflict can lead parents to feelings of
frustration and anger, and, if handled inappropriately, they can lead to aggression and
violence. Straus (1979) argues it is not necessarily the frequency of conflict in
relationships but how individuals communicate during conflict episodes. Through
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interpersonal conflict, mothers can teach their children how to recognize others’ feelings,
how to clarify their own and others’ intentions, how to understand social roles of
behavior, and constructive strategies for obtaining one’s goals (Dunn & Slomkowksi,
1992). To do this, incarcerated mothers need to have the skills to promote their own
agency and autonomy in order to play a positive role in their own children’s development
(Clark, 1995). Grella and Greenwall (2006) found women who reported higher selfefficacy and greater decision –making ability demonstrated less risky parental attitudes
such as appropriate expectations, empathy, corporal punishment, and power and
independence.

Social learning theory supports the notion that children model their parents’
behaviors; this includes conflict behaviors (Bandura, 1977). Martin and Anderson’s
(1997) study of the argumentativeness, assertiveness and verbal aggressiveness in young
adults and their parents also found support for social cognitive theory, finding similarities
between the aggressive communication of mother and child (both sons and
daughters). More specifically, children whose mothers exhibited high constructive
communication traits also reported a similar ability to communicate without being
verbally aggressive. Consequently, children whose mothers reported verbal
aggressiveness reported being verbally aggressive. Anderson and Rancer (2007) reported
incarcerated youth males responded to hypothetical conflict situations most often with
physical aggression followed by verbal aggression to achieve their goals. Furthermore,
this suggests the more rewards one observes from this type of communication, the more
likely one will be to employ it and continue with a destructive conflict management.
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The power differential between parent and child is extremely evident during
conflict situations (Eisenburg, 1992). While a parent uses discipline and compliance
gaining strategies a struggle for control may emerge between mother and child
(Steinmetz, 1977; Wilson & Morgan, 2004). This power struggle may be especially
evident between parents and adolescent children. Montemayer (1986) found 20-25% of
families with adolescent children experienced disagreement that may have emotional and
psychological implications. Similarly, Padilla-Walker (2008) found a positive
relationship between mothers’ use of power assertion and negative emotions in
adolescents. The use of forceful discipline may depend on a child’s competency and more
power assertion is yielded when a mother believes the child should “know better” (Dix,
Ruble, & Zambarano, 1989).

A specific communication pattern between parent and child involves discipline
styles of reinforcement and punishment. Reinforcement strengthens the behavior, and
punishing halts or strives to change the behavior. Reinforcements can be positive or
negative. Positive reinforcement follows the behavior with a reward or positive outcome,
whereas negative reinforcement follows the behavior with the removal of a negative
stimulus (LePoire, 2006). Punishment, on the other hand, is the application of a negative
stimulus in response to a negative behavior (LePoire, 2006). Fraibert, Adelson, and
Shapiro (1975) identified a destructive cycle of punishment where a parent acts in an
aggressive manner towards children who in turn act out themselves aggressively and are
punished for it. Grusec and Lytton (1988) found children are more likely to obey their
fathers than their mothers. Children are also more likely to obey their mothers in the
presence of their fathers and therefore mothers tend to use more verbal reprimands,
16

criticisms, and threats or reasoning in an attempt at compliance (Hetherington, Cox, &
Cox, 1978; Lytton, 1980; Moore & Pepler, 2006).

Review of tactics and strategies. Conflict research overwhelmingly supports that
collaborative or integrative tactics such as descriptive statements, disclosive statements,
qualifying statements, soliciting disclosure, supportive remarks, concessions, and
acceptance for responsibility lead to constructive management or resolution of parentchild episodes (Sillars, 1986). The collaborative tactics listed above represent
constructive competent forms of communication strategies for handling parent-child
conflict. Some distributive or destructive strategies include threats, demands and
prescriptions, coercion, hostility and intimidation, personal criticisms, put-downs,
ridicule, defensiveness, sarcasm and contempt (Sillars, 1986). Finally, an avoidance
conflict strategy can also be observed. Avoidance tactics include withholding a
complaint, making irrelevant remarks, giving in to others’ demands, denying conflict, and
withdrawing (Sillars, 1986). In addition to these strategies and conflict tactics, specific
communication actions at a specific moment in a single interaction can be classified
(Sillars, 1986; Sillars & Wilmot, 1994). The seven overarching tactics are denial and
equivocation (direct denial, implicit denial, and evasive remarks), topic management
(topic shifts and topic avoidance), noncommittal remarks (noncommittal statements,
noncommittal questions, abstract remarks, and procedural remarks), irreverent remarks
(friendly joking), analytic remarks (descriptive statements, disclosure statements,
qualifying statements, solicitation of disclosure and solicitation of criticism),
confrontational remarks (personal criticism, rejection, hostile imperatives, hostile joking,
hostile questions, presumptive remarks, and denial of responsibility), and conciliatory
17

remarks (supportive remarks, concessions, and acceptance of responsibility) (Cupach,
Canary, & Spitzberg, 2010; Sillars, 1986; Sillars & Wilmot, 1994). These conflict
strategies and tactics could be useful in examining the mother- child interaction during
conflict and help identify how incarcerated mothers describe their mother-child conflicts.

Conflict styles. Similarly, one’s repeated use of certain conflict strategies can be
translated to one’s conflict style (Rahim, 1983). Five conflict styles emerge based on
one’s own goals and willingness to satisfy others goals. The five conflict styles are
integrating (which is similar to collaborative or integrative tactics), avoiding (which
employs avoidance strategies), dominating (which uses distributive tactics), obliging
(accommodating others over yourself), and compromising (using negotiation and an
equal concern for your own and others’ goals). Clark (1995) states the prison atmosphere
encourages avoidance styles during conflict, stating the prison system’s message is
“when in conflict, step back and disengage” (p. 320). This avoidance strategy, therefore,
can be utilized with incarcerated mothers’ children upon re-entry. Dix, Ruble, and
Zambarano (1989) discovered the mother’s discipline preference, child’s age and
behavior, and mother’s child –rearing ideology mediate a mother’s discipline.

Socio-Communicative Style
One’s socio-communicative style deals with interpersonal communication
effectiveness. Interpersonal competence is often examined by one’s socio-communicative
style this is measured through an assertiveness/responsiveness measure and based on an
individual’s use of assertive and responsive communication behaviors (McCroskey &
Richmond, 1996; Richmond & McCroskey, 1990). Assertiveness is an affinity for using
18

requests: actively disagreeing: expressing positive and/or negative personal rights and
feelings; initiating, maintaining, or disengaging from conversations: and standing up for
oneself (Richmond & McCroskey, 1990). Responsiveness can be described as the ability
to be sensitive to others, actively listen, and recognize the needs of others (Richmond &
McCroskey, 1990). The most competent communicators are those who are equally
responsive and assertive or high in both assertiveness and responsiveness dimensions,
whereas a non-competent communicator is low on both dimensions (Richmond &
McCroskey, 1995; Thomas, Richmond, & McCroskey, 1994). Furthermore, aggressive
individuals score high on assertiveness and low on responsiveness, and submissive
individuals are low in assertiveness and high in responsiveness (Myers, 1998; Richmond
& McCroskey, 1995; Thomas, Richmond & McCroskey, 1994). In relation to verbal
aggression, Myers (1998) found non-competent, aggressive instructors were rated higher
in verbal aggressiveness and competent aggressive instructors were rated higher on
argumentativeness than competent and submissive instructors.

Although the majority of research on socio-communicative style has been limited
to the student-teacher relationship, it may provide insight in the parent-child context.
Parents, like teachers, must also provide clarity, immediacy and understanding to their
children. For instance Thomas, Richmond, and McCroskey, (1994) found a positive
relationship between perceived teacher nonverbal immediacy and perceived instructors’
use of assertiveness and responsiveness. Sidelinger and McCroskey (1997) also found a
positive relationship between instructor clarity and their type of socio-communicative
style.

19

Two components indicative of what positive parenting is can be represented by
assertiveness and responsiveness, which is similar to the balance of nurturing and control.
Responsiveness is a more nurturing trait, and assertiveness is more controlling, which is
perceived as aggressiveness (Myers, 1998). In relation to parenting, Zhang (2008) found
families who adopt consensual family types over protective or laissez-faire types have the
ability to produce competent and effective communicators in their children by stressing
conversation and conformity. This is similar to authoritative parents who balance the
need for nurturance and control. In addition, Padilla-Walker (2008) found mothers’ use of
other oriented induction was positive because it induced positive emotions in adolescents.
Children with more positive emotions towards their parents are more likely to exhibit
compliance and pro-social behaviors (Hoffman, 2000).

Summary

Separation from their children has the potential to affect the behavior of women
as parents; Houck and Loper (2002) found incarcerated mothers’ stress was negatively
related to their self-perceived skill and competence as parents. Newly released women
face barriers such as behavioral problems, inability to discipline effectively, and
aggression that seem insurmountable in relation to re-adapting to community life and
once again becoming an active parent (Clark, 1995; Sharp, 2003). By studying
incarcerated mothers, we can learn what they need to communicate more effectively and
we can teach them the communication skills they need to succeed as parents. Therefore,
this research uses the interpersonal skill deficiency model (Infante, Chandler, & Rudd,
1989) to examine mother-child interactions and what the most difficult aspects of
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parenting during separation due to incarceration are. Specifically, incarcerated mothers’
attitudes toward their parent-child relationship, incarcerated mothers’ sociocommunicative and parenting styles, verbal aggression, and mother-child conflict
interactions are critical to understanding incarcerated mothers’ communication. This
study could possibly provide insight for improving parenting communication for
incarcerated women during separation and as they prepare to re-enter the family setting.
Sandifer (2008) identified benefits of parenting programs for inmates such as reduced
recidivism, improved social and interpersonal skills, increased mental health, and
delinquency prevention. Kennon, Mackintosh, and Myers (2009) also found women who
participated in their parenting class exhibited a change in parenting attitudes, self-esteem,
and legal knowledge. Therefore, studying communication styles and tactics may assist
mothers in achieving their ultimate goal of unification with their children and may also
further scholars’ knowledge of these relationships. This skilled approach may help
prevent future problems involving divided families and destructive patterns of behavior
(Sandifer, 2008).

Research Questions

RQ1: How do incarcerated mothers describe their mother-child conflicts?
RQ2: What parenting styles are most prevalent in incarcerated mothers?
RQ3: Is there a relationship between parenting styles and attitudes toward mother-child
relationship?
RQ4: Is there a relationship between incarcerated mothers’ socio-communicative styles
and their attitudes towards the parent –child relationship?
RQ5: Is there a relationship between incarcerated mothers’ attitudes toward their motherchild relationship and the use of verbally aggressive messages?
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RQ6: Is there a relationship between incarcerated mothers’ socio-communicative style
and use of verbally aggressive messages?

22

CHAPTER III

METHODS

Procedures

Incarcerated mothers were asked to participate in a voluntary, in-depth interview
and survey approved by the university’s Institutional Review Board. The sample of
incarcerated mothers who have been separated from their children was obtained through
contact with three pre-release centers in a Midwest metropolitan area that serves this
population. Fifty-three women were recruited on a voluntary basis to participate in the
face-to-face in-depth interviews and individual self-report surveys. A $10 gift card was
given to each woman who completed both the survey and interview portion of the study.
The interviews and surveys took place in private locations convenient to the participant.
Each interview took approximately two hours. Incarcerated mothers were asked questions
regarding their parenting and assessments of the participants’ socio-communicative
orientation and parent-child relationship inventory were administered along with
demographic questions. Two interviewers conducted the interviews -one participant at a
time. Interviewers were trained in regards to proper research interview techniques and
were given information on the incarcerated mother population. To establish rapport with
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the incarcerated mothers, tours were taken of the facilities to gain knowledge,
visibility, and security. The interviews were not audio or videotaped due to the sensitive
nature of the information shared and the protection of the population. Participants were
told their responses would be kept confidential and they could withdraw from the study at
any time without penalty. Therefore, both interviewers took detailed notes with one
interviewer only taking notes and not conducting the interview.

Participants

Interviews and surveys were completed by 53 incarcerated mothers at three
Midwest pre-release centers. Single-item measures and demographics included in the
survey were level of education, age of participant, participant ethnicity, number of
children the participant has, age(s) of their child(ren), whether or not the participant is
currently separated from her child(ren), length of time separated from her child(ren),
participant’s most recent crime, length of participant incarceration, if the participant has
ever been convicted of a violent crime, if the participant was ever a victim of domestic
violence, who perpetrated the domestic violence against the participant, and participant’s
satisfaction with her relationship with her mother and father.
Participants were asked their age in years. The participants’ ages ranged from 21
years old to 58 years old with a mean age of 38.31 (sd=8.83) (See Table 1). The most
frequent ethnicity reported was Caucasian (50%) followed by African American (36.5%),
other (9.6%), and Hispanic (3.8%). The education of participants (38.5%) indicated that
they had “some college” education. High school diploma (26.9%) and some high school
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(19.2%) were the next most frequent levels of education (See Appendix A, Tables A1 and
A2).
The number of children incarcerated mothers reported having ranged from one
child to 11, with the mean number of children being 3.26 (sd= 2.16) (See Table 1). The
most frequent number of children incarcerated mothers report having is two children
(28.3%) followed by three children (22.6%) and one child (17.0%) (See Appendix A,
Table A3). Of the 53 participants, 46 answered the question “How long have you been
separated from your children?” The answers were reported in months and ranged from
zero (not currently separated) to 156 months (13 years) with the mean of 35.22 months
(approximately three years) (sd= 32.90) (See Table 1). Five categories were created for
the question “What were you incarcerated for?” based on the type of crime reported: (1)
fraud, forgery, or stolen goods; (2) drug possession or trafficking; (3) theft; (4) resisting
arrest, attempted robbery, abduction, or assault; and (5) other. Women may have been
incarcerated for multiple charges. The most frequent reason for incarceration reported
was drug possession or trafficking (32.1%) followed by fraud, forgery, or stolen goods
(24.5%), resisting arrest, attempted robbery, abduction or assault (20.8%), theft (18.9%),
and other (18.9%) (See Appendix A, Table A4). Subjects were asked to indicate how
long they were incarcerated for their most recent conviction given the choices: 0-3
months, 3-6 months, 6-12 months, 1-3 years, and 3+ years. The most frequent length of
incarceration was 1-3 years (30.8%) followed by 6-12 months (21.2%), 3-6 months
(19.2%), 3+ years (17.3%), and 0-3 months (11.5%) (See Appendix A, Table A5).
Incarcerated mothers were asked if they have ever been charged with a violent crime:
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80.4% indicated, no, they had not ever been charged with a violent crime, while 17.6%
indicated, yes, they had been charged with a violent crime (See Appendix A, Table A6).
Participants were asked if they have ever been a victim of domestic violence, and
73.6% answered yes, they had been a victim of domestic violence, while 26.4% answered
no (See Appendix A, Table A7). If they answered yes they were also asked who
committed the violence: parent, spouse, partner, boyfriend, or other. Multiple answers
were allowed. The most frequent perpetrator of domestic violence against the
incarcerated mothers was a boyfriend (36.5%), followed by spouse (28.8%), parent
(15.4%), partner (9.6%) and other (7.7%) (See Appendix A, Table A8).
In addition, participants were asked about their level of satisfaction with their
relationship with their mother and father. Incarcerated mothers rated their level of
satisfaction with their mother using a seven-point Likert scale. The mean rating was 5.37
(sd=2.07); the most frequent level of satisfaction reported was “strongly satisfactory”
(27.5%) followed by “satisfactory” (25.5%), and “somewhat unsatisfactory” (9.8%) and
“neither unsatisfactory nor satisfactory” (9.8%) and “other” (9.8%) (See Appendix A,
Table A9). Subjects also rated their level of satisfaction with their father using a sevenpoint Likert scale. The mean rating was 4.53 (sd=2.56); the most frequent level of
satisfaction reported was “strongly unsatisfactory” (23.5%) followed by “strongly
satisfactory” (19.6%) and “satisfactory” (13.7%).(See Appendix A, Table A10).
Table 1
Quantitative Description of Sample
Demographics
n
Age

52

Minimum Maximum
21

26

58

Mean
38.31

sd
8.83

Number of Children

53

1

11

3.26

2.16

Length of Separation (months)

46

0

156

35.22

32.90

Level of Satisfaction with Mother

51

1

8

5.37

2.07

Level of Satisfaction with Father

51

1

8

4.53

2.56

Measurements and Instruments

In-depth interviews. As part of a larger grant project a portion of the interview
questions were used for this study. Questions of interest were: (1) Do you feel the
caretakers of your children have similar parenting styles as you? What are the similarities
and differences? (2) What are your primary methods of dealing with conflict? (3)
Describe a conflict situation involving you and your child that ended positively. (4)
Describe a conflict situation involving you and your child that you wish would have
ended differently. (5) If you could change anything about your relationship with your
child/children what would it be? (6) What things do you wish you could do better as a
mother? (See Appendix B for full interview schedule).

Content analysis. Human coding was used and a codebook was designed to
answer the research questions (RQ1) “How do recently incarcerated mothers describe
their mother-child conflicts and (RQ2) What parenting styles are most prevalent in
recently incarcerated mothers?” The coding categories were developed to answer the
research questions. Some categories were adapted from previously developed
measurements while others were emergent from the data collected (For a copy of the
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codebook and coding form see Appendix C. This includes a compliance gaining tactic
section not used in this study). Five variables were coded for RQ1; conflict topics, cause
of conflict, conflict tactics, conflict styles, and methods for dealing with conflict. For
RQ2, parenting styles were coded as authoritative, permissive, or authoritarian. Table 2
shows which content analysis categories were coded for each interview question.

Table 2
Interview Questions Used for Content Analysis
Topic

Cause

Tactic

Style

Method

(1)Do you feel the caretakers of

Parenting Style
X

your children have similar parenting
styles as you? What are the similarities
or differences?
(2)What are you primary methods for

X

dealing with conflict?
(3)Describe a conflict situation

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

involving you and your child that ended
positively.
(4) Describe a conflict situation
involving you and your child that you
wish would’ve ending differently.
(5)If you could change anything about

X

your relationship with your child what
would it be?
(6)What things do you wish you could

X

do better as a mother?
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Conflict topics. During the early stages of data analysis a typology of conflict
topics was generated from the interview data to be used in the codebook. The typology
yielded 11 categories: not performing responsibilities (homework, chores, other), fighting
(siblings, at school, others), lying, talking back/swearing, drugs, sex, not listening,
running away, damaging property, separation/mother’s incarceration, and other. Multiple
answers may have been given for the interview questions, “What does your child do that
leads to conflict?” “Describe a conflict situation with your child that ended positively,”
and “Describe a conflict situation involving your child that ended negatively.” Therefore,
the answers were coded as present or not present (1=present; 0=not present) for each
conflict topic.
Cause of conflict. A typology of causes of the conflict was developed using the
interview data. The typology consisted of 10 possible causes of the conflict: external
problem description, internal problem description, mother accepts responsibility, mother
describes child as accepting responsibility, mother excuses herself, mother excuses child,
mother excuses other, blaming spouse/partner, blaming child, and blaming others.
Multiple answers may have been given for the interview questions “Describe a conflict
situation with your child that ended positively” and “Describe a conflict situation
involving your child that ended negatively.” Therefore, the answers were coded as
present or not present (1=present; 0=not present) for each attribution category.
Conflict tactics. Sillars and Wilmot’s (1994) seven overarching conflict tactics
were adapted to identify the conflict tactics used by incarcerated mother in response to
the interview questions “Describe a conflict situation with your child that ended
positively” and “Describe a conflict situation involving your child that ended negatively.”
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The seven categories included denial/equivocation, topic management, noncommittal
remarks, irreverent remarks, analytic remarks, confrontational remarks, and conciliatory
remarks. Descriptions of specific possible tactics were given in the codebook to help
classify the categories. The mother could use more than one conflict tactic category so
each conflict category was coded as present or not present (1=present; 0=not present).
Conflict styles. Rahim’s (1983) conflict style categories were used to determine
incarcerated mothers’ conflict styles during positive and negative conflict situations. The
five conflict style categories used were competing, accommodating, avoiding,
collaborating, and compromising. A description of each style was given to the coder to
help identify the conflict styles. Multiple conflict styles could be used so each conflict
styles was coded as 0=the style is not present, 1=the style is present but not dominant,
2=the style is present, 3=the style is present and dominant, and 4=cannot be determined
for the interview questions “describe a conflict situation between you and your child that
ended positively” and “describe a conflict situation between you and your child that
ended negatively.”
Methods for dealing with conflict. A typology of methods for dealing with
conflict was generated from the interview data to be used in the codebook. The typology
yielded seven categories: yell/scream, physical action, verbal reprimand, grounding, take
something away, avoid, and other. Multiple answers may have been given for the
interview questions “Describe a conflict situation with your child that ended positively”
and “Describe a conflict situation involving your child that ended negatively.” Therefore,
the answers were coded as present or not present (1=present; 0=not present) for each
method for dealing with conflict.
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Parenting style. Baumrind’s (1966) parenting style categories were used to
determine incarcerated mothers parenting styles during positive and negative conflict
situations. All interview questions were analyzed for this content analysis category. The
three parenting categories used were authoritative, permissive, and authoritarian. A
description of each style was given to the coder to help identify the conflict styles.
Multiple parenting styles could be used so each parenting style was coded as 0=the style
is not present, 1=the style is present but not dominant, 2=the style is present, 3=the style
is present and dominant, and 4=cannot be determined.
Coding procedure and reliability. The researcher and one other coder were
trained in the coding categories. Multiple coding sessions were conducted until the
coding reached high intercoder reliability. The computer program PRAM was used to
assess intercoder reliability (Neuendorf, 2002). All variables in this analysis reached
acceptable levels of reliability. One-hundred-percent agreement and a Cohen’s Kappa of
1.00 were reached for all variables except: interview question 7, conflict topic of sex;
interview question 12, cause of conflict mother excuses other; interview question 13,
cause of conflict child accepts responsibility; and interview question 13, cause of conflict
mother excuses other, which were incalculable. Reliability on these variables was
incalculable because they did not have any variance, meaning that they always or never
occurred. This also means, they reached 100% agreement however Cohen’s Kappa could
not be calculated because it requires variance.
Other variables that did not achieve perfect reliability but still received high levels
of percent agreement and Cohen’s Kappa were interview question 5, parenting style
authoritative (90%, .865); interview question 5, parenting style permissive (98%, .971);
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interview question 5, parenting style authoritarian (94%, .912); interview question 7,
parenting style permissive (94%, .915); interview question 12, parenting style
authoritarian (94%, .919); interview question 13, parenting style authoritative (94%,
.912); interview question 13, parenting style permissive (96%, .943); interview question
13, parenting style authoritarian (94%, .922); interview question 14, parenting style
permissive (96%, .931); interview question 15, parenting style authoritative (96%, .94);
interview question 15, parenting style permissive (94%, .897); interview question 15,
parenting style authoritarian (96%, .928); and interview question 12, conflict tactic denial
equivocation (96%, .73).

Survey. Two self-report survey scales were administered to the incarcerated
mothers: Richmond and McCroskey’s (1990) socio-communicative orientation and
Gerard’s (2005) parent-child relationship inventory (PCRI). Verbally aggressive
messages were also assessed using a Likert-type scale during the interview. In addition
three parenting style scales were created from selected interview questions.

Socio-communicative orientation. Upon completion of the interview each
participant also participated in a survey based on self-report measures. The first
measurement was Richmond and McCroskey’s (1990) 20-item
assertiveness/responsiveness measure (socio-communicative orientation) (See Appendix
D for full survey). This measurement contains 10 items measuring assertiveness and 10
items measuring responsiveness (See Appendix A, Tables A11-A12). The participants
were asked to rate 20 personality characteristics on a five-point Likert-type response
scale, in which responses ranged from 1 “strongly disagree” to 5 “strongly agree.” Both
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the assertiveness and responsiveness scales were constructed using straight addition as
specified by the scale authors. Alpha reliabilities have previously been reported as .90 for
assertiveness and .91 for responsiveness (Thomas, Richmond, & McCroskey, 1994).
Other studies have achieved acceptable reliabilities such as Dilbeck and McCroskey
(2009), McCroskey and Richmond (1990), Myers (1998), Sidelinger and McCroskey
(1997), and Zhang (2008). The Cronbach’s alpha reliabilities for this measure in the
present study were .762 for assertiveness and .750 for responsiveness.

The mean level on the assertiveness scale was 36.57 and the mean level on the
responsiveness scale was 44.32. The standard deviations were 6.23 for assertiveness and
4.28 for responsiveness. Both socio-communicative style scales were approximately
normally distributed with skewness values of -.284 and -.643 (see Table 2).

Table 2
Descriptive Statistics for Socio-Communicative Style Scales
Scale

sd

Skewness Cronbach’s Alpha

# of Items

Mean

Assertiveness

10

36.57

6.23

-.284

.762

Responsiveness

10

44.32

4.28

-.643

.750

n=51
Parent-child relationship inventory (PCRI). Attitudes toward the parent-child
relationship were assessed with Gerard’s (2005) parent-child relationship inventory
(PCRI) a 78-item measure including seven subscales such as: a nine-item parental
support scale measuring the level of emotional and social support the mother has, a 10item satisfaction with parenting scale measuring the amount of pleasure and fulfillment
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derived from parenting, a 14-item involvement scale measuring the level of the mother’s
interaction with and knowledge of her child, a nine-item communication scale assessing
the mother’s perception of how effective she is communicating with her child, a 12-item
limit-setting scale focusing on the mother’s experience with disciplining her child, a 10item autonomy scale assessing the ability of the mother to promote child independence,
and a nine-item role orientation scale measuring the mother’s attitudes about gender roles
associated with parenting (See Appendix D for full survey). The participants were asked
to respond to the Likert-type items using a 1 “strongly agree” to 5 “strongly disagree”
scale. Negatively worded items were reversed based on the PCRI handbook and items in
the scale were then summed to create the various subscales. The reliability of the measure
is .81 as reported by Gerard (2005). The Cronbach’s alpha for the overall PCRI in this
study is .597. The alpha reliabilities for the seven subscales ranged from .417 to .899.

The mean levels for the parent-child relationship inventory (PCRI) were 28.73
(sd=6.27) for emotional and social support, 17.95 (sd=8.24) for satisfaction with
parenting, 25.60 (sd=11.37) for involvement, 16 (sd=6.40) for communication, 30.82
(sd=8.06) for limit setting, 33.06 (sd=6.34) for autonomy, and 23.43 (sd=5.05) for role
orientation. Support (.147), communication (.650), limit setting (.551), autonomy (-.458)
and gender role orientation (-.094) show normal skewness values. However, satisfaction
with parenting (1.71) and involvement (1.44) show moderate positive skews to the
distributions, in which most of the cases are located in the lower regions and the most
extreme scores are located in the higher regions (see Table 3).The Kolomorov-Smirnov
statistic was significant from p =.054 p=.001 for all PCRI scales except limit setting and
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gender role orientation, which means the distribution curves deviate from normality. (See
Appendix A, Tables A13-19 for descriptions of the individual subscale items.)
Table 3
Descriptive Statistics for PCRI Scales
Scale

# of Items

Mean

Sd

Skewness

Cronbach’s
Alpha

Emotional and Social

9

28.73

6.27

.147

.417

10

17.95

8.24

1.71

.891

Involvement

14

25.60

11.37

1.44

.899

Communication

9

16

6.40

.650

.817

Limit Setting

12

30.82

8.06

.551

.691

Autonomy

10

33.06

6.34

-.458

.568

Role Orientation

9

23.43

5.05

-.094

.437

Support
Satisfaction With
Parenting

n=52

Verbally aggressive messages. Also during the interview participants were asked
“How likely are you to use the following with your child? Rank 0-5 with five being very
likely and 0 being don’t use it.” The measures included character attacks (“you’re a liar”)
threats (“I’m going to beat you”) , competence attacks (“you never do anything right”),
malediction (“I hope you rot in hell”), insults (“I wish you’d never been born”), teasing
(“you’re such a cry baby”) , ridicule (“how many times do I have to tell you?”), profanity
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(“you little shit”), and nonverbal emblems (eye rolling) to measure their frequency of
using of verbally aggressive messages.
The mean levels for the verbally aggressive messages were .849 (sd=1.46) for
character attacks, 3.08 (sd =1.89) for threats, .264 (sd =.711) for competency attacks,
.076 (sd =.432) for malediction, .208 (sd =.567) for insults, 1.96 (sd =1.89) for teasing,
2.15 (sd =2.02) for ridicule, 1.40 (sd =1.62) for profanity, and 2.53 (sd =3.99) for
nonverbal emblems. The variables threats (-.628), teasing (.358), ridicule (.308),
profanity (.757), and nonverbal emblems (-.111) showed negligible skewness, whereas
character attacks (1.66), competency attacks (2.90), malediction (6.40), and insults (3.30)
showed large positive skews where most of the cases were located in the lower region
and the most extreme scores located in the higher region. The Kolmogorov-Smirnov
statistic was significant at p=.001 for all verbally aggressive messages, which means the
curve deviates from normality (See Table 4).
Table 4: Descriptive Statistics for Verbally Aggressive Messages
Variable
Mean sd Skewness
Character Attacks

.849

1.46 1.66

Threat

3.08

1.89 -.628

Competency Attacks .264

.711 2.90

Malediction

.076

.432 6.40

Insults

.208

.567 3.30

Teasing

1.96

1.89 .358

Ridicule

2.15

2.02 .308

Profanity

1.40

1.62 .757
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Nonverbal Emblems

2.53

3.99 -.111

n=53

Parenting styles. In order to examine parenting styles several questions were used
to assess the incarcerated mother’s parenting style. A scale was then constructed to reflect
the three types of parenting styles (authoritative, permissive, and authoritarian) that
consisted of the variables from the incarcerated mothers’ current perceived parenting
style. The variables were coded as authoritative, permissive, or authoritarian for the
questions “Do you feeling the caretakers of your children have similar or parenting styles
as you? What are the similarities or differences?”, “Describe a conflict situation that
ended positively and “Describe a conflict situation that ended negatively.” The mean
levels for the parenting style scales were 1.02 (sd=.843) for authoritative parenting style,
.811 (sd =.789) for permissive parenting style, and 1.09 (sd =.925) for authoritarian
parenting style. All scales showed a low level of skewness, i.e., between .363 and .599.
The Kolmogorov-Smirnov statistic was significant at p=.001 for all parenting style scales
which means the curve deviates from normality (See Table 5). The Cronbach’s alpha
reliabilities of the scales ranged from .037 to .322. These low Cronbach’s alphas are most
likely due to the number of items in the scales.
Table 5
Descriptive Statistics for Parenting Style Scales
Variable

# of
Mean
Items
Authoritative Parenting Style Scale
3
1.02
Permissive Parenting Style Scale

3

Authoritarian Parenting Style Scale

3

.811
1.09
37

Skewness Cronbach’s
Alpha
.843
.363
.165

SD

.789

.599

.037

.925

.412

.322

n=53
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CHAPTER IV
RESULTS
RQ1: How Do Recently Incarcerated Mothers Describe Their Mother-Child
Conflicts?
Two interview questions were coded through content analysis in order to answer
research question one: (1) “Describe a conflict situation involving you and your child that
ended positively,” and (2) “Describe a conflict situation involving you and your child that
ended negatively.” The coding categories used for each question were conflict topic,
method for dealing with conflict, cause of the conflict, conflict tactics, compliancegaining tactics, and conflict styles. By asking incarcerated mothers to describe a specific
positive and negative conflict with their child the researcher was also able to split the
specific level into two distinct topics, positive conflicts and negative conflicts.
Conflict topics. The most frequent conflict topic coded for in the response to the
question “Describe a conflict situation between you and your child that ended positively”
was not listening (47.2%) indicating participants feel their children not listening to them
is a frequent topic of conflict that ends positively. The second most frequent conflict
topic stated was talking back/swearing (22.6%), followed by fighting (siblings, at school,
others) (15.1%) (See Table 6).
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The most frequent conflict topic coded for in the response to the question
“Describe a conflict situation between you and your child that ended negatively” was not
listening (34%) indicating participants feel their children not listening to them is a
frequent topic of conflict that ends negatively. The second most frequent conflict topic
stated was separation/mother’s incarceration (13.2%), followed by not performing
responsibilities, fighting (siblings, at school, others), and lying (11.3%) (See Table 6). A
difference of proportions test was performed using a 95% confidence interval to
determine if there was a difference between conflict topics that ended positively or
negatively. No differences were found in conflict topics for conflicts that ended
positively or negatively.
Table 6
Conflict Topics for Conflicts that Ended Positively and Negatively
Conflict Topic
Not listening

Positive
47.2%*

Negative
30.4%*

Fighting

15.1%***

Talking back/swearing

22.6%**

9.4%

Separation/mothers’ incarceration

1.9%

13.2%**

Not performing responsibilities

3.8%

11.3%***

Lying

7.5%

11.3%***

Drugs

1.9%

5.7%

13.2%

7.5%

5.7%

5.7%

11.3%

5.7%

Sex

7.5%

1.9%

Other

5.7%

1.9%

Damaging property
Running away
Child’s Illegal Activity
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11.3%***

n=53 * Most frequent ** Second most frequent *** Third most frequent
Methods for dealing with conflict. The most frequent method for dealing with
conflicts that ended positively is verbal reprimand (71.7%) used as a punishment. The
second most frequent way for dealing with conflict was other tactic (28.3%) followed by
grounding (15.1%) (See Table 8). Other tactics include chore, enforced rule, natural
consequence, compromise, and gave in. The most frequent method for dealing with
conflicts that ended negatively is yell/scream (40.4%) used as a punishment. The second
most frequent way for dealing with conflict was avoid/no action (32.1%) followed by
verbal reprimand (18.9%) (See Table 7). A difference of proportions test was performed
using a 95% confidence interval to determine if there was a difference between methods
for dealing with conflicts that ended positively or negatively. Four methods for dealing
with conflicts were significantly different: verbal reprimand, yell/scream, avoid, and
other.
Table 7
Methods for Dealing with Conflicts that Ended Positively and Negatively
Methods for Dealing With
Conflict

Positive

95%
Confidence
Interval
(Positive)
± 12.1

Verbal Reprimand

71.7%*

Grounding

15.1%**

Yell/scream

9.4%***

Physical action

7.5%

Avoid

7.5%

Take something away

1.9%

Negative

18.9%***

95%
Confidence
Interval
(Negative)
±10.5

7.5%
±7.9

40.4%*

±13.2

11.3%
±7.1

32.1%**
1.9%
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±12.6

Other

28.3%

±12.1

5.7%

±6.2

n=53 * Most frequent ** Second most frequent *** Third most frequent
(Only significant differences reported between positive and negative conflicts)
What caused the conflict. The most frequent attribution incarcerated mothers
describe is blaming the child (66%) when the conflict ends positively. The second most
frequent is the mother describes the child as accepting responsibility (34%), followed by
attributing the conflict to an external problem (18.9%) (see Table 9). The most frequent
attribution incarcerated mothers describe is blaming the child (54.7%) when the conflict
ends negatively. The second most frequent is mother accepts responsibility (47.2%),
followed by attributing the conflict to an external problem (24.5%) (See Table 8). A
difference of proportions test was performed using a 95% confidence interval to
determine if there was a difference between what caused the conflicts that ended
positively or negatively. Mother describes the child as accepting responsibility and
mother accepts responsibility were both significantly different if the conflict ended
positively or negatively.
Table 8
What Caused the Conflicts that Ended Positively and Negatively?
What Caused the Conflict

Positive

Blaming the child

66%*

Mother describes the child
as accepting responsibility.

34%**

95%
Confidence
Interval
(Positive)

Negative

95%
Confidence
Interval
(Negative)

54.7%*
±12.8
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0.0%

±2.7

External problem
Mother excuses child
Mother accepts

18.9%***

24.5%***

17%

11.3%

13.2%

±9.1

47.2%**

±13.4

responsibility
Internal problem

5.7%

13.2%

Blaming spouse/partner

3.8%

7.5%

Mother excuses herself

1.9%

1.9%

Blaming other

9.4%

9.4%

Mother excuses other

0.0%

0.0%

n=53 * Most frequent ** Second most frequent *** Third most frequent
(Only significant differences reported between positive and negative conflicts)

Conflict tactics. The most frequent conflict tactic used by incarcerated mothers in
a conflict that ended positively is analytic remarks (81.1%). The second most frequent is
conciliatory remarks (54.7%) followed by confrontational remarks (28.3%). The most
frequent conflict tactic used by incarcerated mothers in a conflict that ended negatively is
analytic remarks (54.7%). The second most frequent is confrontational remarks (52.8%)
followed by topic management (30.2%) (See Table 9). A difference of proportions test
was performed using a 95% confidence interval to determine if there was a difference
between conflict tactics used in conflicts that ended positively or negatively. Analytic
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remarks, conciliatory remarks, topic management, and denial/equivocation were all
significantly different.
Table 9
Conflict Tactics used in Positive and Negative Conflicts
Conflict Tactics

Positive

Analytic remarks
Conciliatory remarks
Confrontational

Negative

81.1%*

95%
Confidence
Interval
(Positive)
±10.5

54.7%*

95%
Confidence
Interval
(Negative)
±13.4

54.7%**

±13.4

20.8%

±10.9

28.3%***

52.8%**

Irreverent remarks

13.2%

5.7%

Noncommittal remarks

11.3%

22.6%

remarks

Topic management

9.4%

±7.9

30.2%***

±12.4

Denial/equivocation

5.7%

±6.2

28.3%

±12.1

n=53 * Most frequent ** Second most frequent *** Third most frequent
(Only significant differences reported between positive and negative conflicts)

Conflict styles. The results show, 69.8% of the participants as using a
collaborating conflict style in conflicts that ended positively, 47.2 % using a
compromising conflict style, 22.6% using a competing conflict style, 20.8% using an
avoiding conflict style, and 18.9% using an accommodating conflict style (See Table
10).The results show, 37.7% of the participants as using a competing conflict style in
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conflicts that ended negatively, 24.5% using an avoiding conflict style, 20.58% using a
collaborating conflict style, 17% using an accommodating conflict style, and 15.1% using
a compromising conflict style (See Table 10). A difference of proportions test was
performed using a 95% confidence interval to determine if there was a difference
between conflict styles used in conflicts that ended positively or negatively.
Collaborating and compromising conflict styles were significantly different based on if
the conflict ended positively or negatively.
Table 10
Conflict Styles (Positive and Negative)
Conflict Style

Positive

Negative

69.8%*

95%
Confidence
Interval
(Positive)
±12.5

20.8%***

95%
Confidence
Interval
(Negative)
±10.9

Collaborating
Compromising

47.2%**

±13.4

15.1%

±9.6

Competing

22.6%***

27.7%*

Avoiding

20.8%

24.5%**

Accommodating

18.9%

17.0%

n=53 * Most frequent ** Second most frequent *** Third most frequent
(Only significant differences reported between positive and negative conflicts)
RQ2: What Parenting Styles are Most Prevalent Among Incarcerated Mothers?
Five interview questions were coded to answer this research question: “Do you
feel the caretakers of your children have similar parenting styles as you? What are the
similarities/differences?”, “Describe a conflict situation involving you and your child that
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ended positively,” “Describe a conflict situation involving you and your child that you
wish would’ve ended differently,” “If you could change anything about your relationship
with your child/children what would it be?”, and “What things do you wish you could do
better as a mother?” Based on the responses to these questions two interpretations
emerged: incarcerated mothers’ current perceived parenting style and the parenting styles
they aspire to.
Incarcerated mothers’ parenting styles. When asked the questions “Do you feel
the caretakers of your children have similar parenting styles as you? What are the
similarities or differences?”, 35.8 % were coded to have an authoritative parenting style,
28.3% a permissive parenting style, and 22.6% an authoritarian parenting style (See
Table 11).
Table 11
Similar Parenting Styles with Caretakers
Parenting Style Frequency
Authoritative
19

%
35.8

Permissive

15

28.3

Authoritarian

12

22.6

n=46
When responding to the question “Describe a conflict situation involving you and
your child that ended positively,” 49.1 % were coded to have an authoritative parenting
style, 28.3% a permissive parenting style, and 37.7% an authoritarian parenting style.
When asked the question “Describe a conflict situation involving you and your child that
ended negatively,” 17 % were coded to have an authoritative parenting style, 24.5% a
permissive parenting style, and 49.1% an authoritarian parenting style (See Table 12). A
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difference of proportions test was performed using a 95% confidence interval to
determine if there was a difference between parenting styles used in conflicts that ended
positively or negatively. There was a significant difference found between using the
authoritative parenting style during conflicts that ended positively or negatively.
Table 12
Parenting Styles for Conflict Situations that Ended Positively and Negatively
Parenting Style

Positive

Authoritarian

37.7%**

Authoritative

49.1%*

Permissive

95%
Confidence
Interval
(Positive)

Negative

95%
Confidence
Interval
(Negative)

49.1%*
±13.5

28.3%***

17.0%***

±10.1

24.5%**

n=53 * Most frequent ** Second most frequent *** Third most frequent
(Only significant differences reported between positive and negative conflicts)
Incarcerated mothers’ parenting styles they aspire to. When responding to the
question “If you could change anything about your relationship with your child/children
what would it be?”, 15.1 % reported wanting to have an authoritative parenting style,
9.4% a permissive parenting style, and 7.5% an authoritarian parenting style (See Table
13).
Table 13
Desired Parenting Styles (Change Anything About Relationship)
Parenting Style Frequency
Authoritative
8

%
15.1
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Permissive

5

9.4

Authoritarian

4

7.5

n=17
When asked the question “What things do you wish you could do better as a
mother?”, 18.9 % reported wanting to have an authoritative parenting style, 11.3% a
permissive parenting style, and 3.8% an authoritarian parenting style (See Table 14).
Table 14
Desired Parenting Styles (Better as a Mother)
Parenting Style Frequency
Authoritative
10

%
18.9

Permissive

6

11.3

Authoritarian

2

3.8

n=18
RQ3: Is There a Relationship Between Incarcerated Mothers’ Parenting Styles and
Their Attitudes Towards the Mother-Child Relationship?
In order to answer research question three, correlational analyses were used.
Three significant negative correlations were found between the authoritarian parenting
style and the PCRI scales: satisfaction with parenting, involvement, and communication
(See Table 15). There was a significant negative correlation between the authoritarian
parenting style and the satisfaction with parenting scale, r(52)=-.325, p < .05, indicating
recently incarcerated mothers who were coded using an authoritarian parenting style
reported less satisfaction with parenting. The r2 was .11, implying 11% of variance of the
authoritarian parenting styles is shared with the variance in satisfaction with parenting.
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Also, there was a significant negative correlation between the authoritarian
parenting style and the involvement scale, r(52)=-.385, p < .01, indicating recently
incarcerated mothers who were coded using an authoritarian parenting style reported less
involvement. The r2 was .15, implying that 15% of variance of the authoritarian parenting
style is shared with the variance in involvement.
In addition, there was a significant negative correlation between the authoritarian
parenting style and the communication scale, r(52)=-.274, p < .05, indicating recently
incarcerated mothers who were coded using an authoritarian parenting style reported less
communication. The r2 was .07, implying that 7% of variance of the authoritative
parenting style is shared with the variance in communication.
Table 15
Zero-Order Correlations (Pearson’s r) for Parenting Style Scales and PCRI

Authoritarian Permissive Authoritative
Support

-.263

-.199

.057

Satisfaction

-.325*

-.056

.022

Involvement

-.385**

.104

-.001

Communication

-.274*

-.070

-.033

Limit Setting

-.191

-.189

.170

Autonomy

.090

-.152

.024

.100

-.053

Role Orientation -.066
n=52 *p < .05 **p < .01

RQ4: Is There a Relationship Between Incarcerated Mothers’ Socio-Communicative
Styles and Their Attitudes Toward the Mother-Child Relationship?
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In order to examine research question four, Pearson’s correlations were analyzed
between socio-communicative style (assertiveness and responsiveness) and attitudes
toward the mother –child relationship (PCRI subscales: emotional and social support,
satisfaction with parenting, involvement, communication, limit setting, autonomy, and
gender role orientation). No significant linear relationships were found between mothers’
socio-communicative styles and their attitudes toward the mother-child relationship (p
<.05).
RQ5: Is There a Relationship Between Mothers’ Attitude Toward the Mother Child
Relationship and Their Use of Verbally Aggressive Messages?
Several correlational relationships were found between use of verbally aggressive
messages and the PCRI scales (See Table 16). There was a significant positive correlation
between use of threats and the emotional and social support scale, r (52) =.348, p < .05.
This indicates that recently incarcerated mothers who reported using threats also reported
high levels of emotional and social support. The coefficient of determination (r2=.12),
implies 12% of variance of threats is shared with the variance in emotional and social
support. In addition reported use of threats also had a significant positive correlation with
limit setting, r(52)= .331, p < .05, indicating recently incarcerated mothers who reported
using threats also reported high levels of limit setting. The r2 was .11, implying that 11%
of variance of threats is shared with the variance in limit setting.
There was a significant positive correlation between reported use of character
attacks and the limit setting scale, r(52) = .356, p < .01, indicating recently incarcerated
mothers who reported using character attacks also reported high levels of limit setting.
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The r2 was .13, implying 13% of variance of character attacks is shared with the variance
in limit setting.
There was a significant negative correlation between reported use of ridicule and
the gender role orientation scale, r(52)=-.285, p < .05, indicating recently incarcerated
mothers who reported using ridicule more were less non-traditional on the gender role
orientation. The r2 was .08, implying 8% of variance of ridicule is shared with the
variance in gender role orientation.
In addition there was a significant positive correlation between reported use of
ridicule and the emotional and social support scale, r(52) =.393, p < .01. This indicates
that recently incarcerated mothers who reported using ridicule also reported high levels of
emotional and social support. The r2 was .15; implying 15% of variance of ridicule is
shared with the variance in social and emotional support.
Furthermore, there was a significant positive correlation between reported use of
ridicule and the limit setting scale, r(52) =.326, p < .05. This indicates that recently
incarcerated mothers who reported using ridicule also reported high levels of limit
setting. The r2 was .11, implying 11% of variance of ridicule is shared with the variance
in limit setting.
There was a significant positive correlation between reported use of profanity and
the social and emotional support scale, r (52)=.322, p < .05, indicating recently
incarcerated mothers who reported using profanity also reported high levels of social and
emotional support. The r2 was .10; implying10% of variance of profanity is shared with
the variance in social and emotional support.
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In addition, there was a significant positive correlation between reported use of
profanity and the limit setting, r (52)=.339 p < .05, indicating recently incarcerated
mothers who reported using profanity also reported high levels of limit setting. The r2 was
.11, implying 11% of variance of profanity is shared with the variance in limit setting.
There was a significant positive correlation between reported use of nonverbal
emblems and the social and emotional support scale, r (52)=.286, p < .05, indicating
recently incarcerated mothers who reported using nonverbal emblems also reported high
levels of social and emotional support. The r2 was .08, implying 8% of variance of
nonverbal emblems is shared with the variance in social and emotional support.
Table 16
Zero-Order Correlations (Pearson’s r) for Verbally Aggressive Messages and PCRI

Support

Satisfac.

Involve.

Comm

Limit Setting

Autono.

Role

.
Character Attacks

.237

.139

.102

-.004

.356**

.263

.044

Threat

.348*

.065

.013

.118

.331*

.064

-.050

Competency

.248

.147

.122

.120

.253

.097

-.075

Malediction

-.099

-.119

-.061

-.154

.104

.107

-.149

Insults

.011

-.028

.068

-.076

-.010

.068

-.041

Teasing

.197

-.099

.100

-.084

.012

.176

.136

Ridicule

.393**

.062

.151

.077

.326*

-.123

-.285*

Profanity

.322*

.218

.164

.190

.339*

.129

.026

Nonverbal

.286*

.051

.125

.171

.253

-.135

-.044

Attacks

Emblems

n=52 *p < .05 **p < .01
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RQ6: Is There a Relationship Between Incarcerated Mothers’ Socio-Communicative
Style and Use of Verbally Aggressive Messages?
In order to answer research question six, Pearson’s correlations were analyzed
between socio-communicative style and verbally aggressive messages (See Table 17).
There was a significant negative correlation between reported use of threats and the
responsiveness scale, r (52)= .390, p < .01, indicating recently incarcerated mothers who
reported using threats scored lower on the responsiveness scale .The r2 was .15, implying
15% of variance of threats is shared with the variance in responsiveness.
Table 17
Zero-Order Correlations (Pearson’s r) for Socio-Communicative Style Scales and
Verbally Aggressive Messages
Assertiveness Responsiveness
Character Attacks

.267

-.083

Threat

-.209

-.390**

Competency Attacks .176

.067

Malediction

.077

-.024

Insults

.192

-.075

Teasing

.122

-.085

Ridicule

.059

-.142

Profanity

.061

-.102

Nonverbal Emblems

.166

-.006

n=52 *p < .05 **p < .01
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION
A study by Austin, Bloom, and Donahue (1992) concluded correctional programs,
either in prison or in the community, have been unable to meet the parenting needs of
female offenders. Unfortunately, this is still true today. By conducting exploratory
research on the incarcerated mother population the researcher identified key
communication issues between the incarcerated mother and child. Mother-child conflict
interactions, incarcerated mothers’ attitudes toward their parent-child relationship,
incarcerated mothers’ socio-communicative and parenting styles, and verbal aggression
were examined. The interpersonal skill deficiency framework provided a perspective for
examining incarcerated mothers’ deficiency in resolving mother-child conflicts. Extended
from the interpersonal skills deficiency’s initial construct of married couples to the
incarcerated mother-child relationship this study provided a unique look at the
incarcerated mother-child relationship.

Research Question One

In an attempt to better understand the possible effects conflict situations have on
the incarcerated mother-child relationship, research question one investigated how
incarcerated mothers described their mother-child conflicts based on conflicts that ended
positively or negatively. Conflict topic, method used to resolve conflict, causes of
conflict, conflict style, and conflict tactic were analyzed based on how the incarcerated
mother attempted to describe the different conflict situations with her children. Each are
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described below and provide a better understanding of the incarcerated mother’s conflict
strategies.

Conflict topic. The most frequent conflict behavior resulting in mother-child
conflict regardless of outcome positive (47.2%) or negative (30.4%) was the child not
listening. Cupach, Canary, and Spitzberg (2010) and Eiesnburg (1992) studies reported
not listening was a frequent conflict topic between most mothers and their children.
However, when differentiating between positive and negative outcomes not listening
remained the most frequent conflict topic, but the mother’s incarceration (13.2%) was
listed second most often when the outcome of the conflict was described as negative. The
unresolved issues surrounding the mother’s incarceration, therefore, results in a negative
outcome. Perhaps this topic results in a negative outcome because incarcerated mothers
are unable to change the incarceration situation leaving them with feelings of
helplessness and guilt. This is similar to previous studies that also found incarceration has
a negative effect on the mother-child relationship (Ardetti & Few, 2008; Clark, 1995;
Houck & Loper, 2002). Or perhaps, when one feels others do not listen to them,
especially their children; there is little room to resolve the conflict topic of incarceration.

Methods for dealing with conflict. Differences were found in the methods for
dealing with conflict based on a positive or negative outcome suggesting the outcome
may have an effect on the ability to resolve the conflict and method used to resolve the
conflict. For conflicts that ended positively, verbal reprimand was most often used
(71.7%), followed by grounding (15.1%), and yell/scream (9.4%). Also, frequencies of
use of methods for dealing with conflict were also differentiated between positive and
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negative conflict strategies. More strategies were used by mothers during a positive
outcome than a negative outcome. This suggests it is not only specific type of conflict
strategy but also the limited number of strategies used.

The most frequent method used with conflicts that ended negatively was
yell/scream (40.4%). Seventy-two percent of mothers were engaged in yell/scream or
avoidance tactics, suggesting a relationship between negative conflicts and verbal
aggression. Verbal aggression is an ineffective parenting communication strategy (Infante
& Wigley, 1986). When conflicts are not easily resolved incarcerated mothers were left
with either aggressive or avoidance strategies suggesting a lack of constructive methods
for dealing with conflicts when negative feelings of stress, frustration, and anger are
present (Clark, 1995; Infante & Wigley, 1986; Sorbello, Eccleston, Ward, & Jones,
2002). This may also suggest incarcerated mothers may understand the difference
between appropriate and effective strategies for dealing with conflict based on their
responses to positive and negative conflict situations. Their examples of conflicts that
ended negatively may have been chosen because their method for dealing with conflict
was less effective. Like other communicatively deficit parents, incarcerated mothers may
lack constructive skills to deal with continued resistance and noncompliance during
negative conflict episodes.

Cause of conflict. When mothers described what caused the conflict to end
positively, they attributed it to the child accepting responsibility for the conflict or
misbehavior. Mothers may perceive the outcome as positive because they see the child
taking responsibility, whereas in conflicts that ended negatively mothers continued to
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blame the child but the mother accepted responsibility for not choosing the “appropriate”
strategy or for the lack of compliance. Mothers took responsibility for the negative
outcome because they associated their choice of method for dealing with conflict,
yell/scream, with the negative results of the child’s noncompliance (Dix, Ruble, &
Zambarano, 1989). The ineffective methods of yell/scream or avoid may contribute to the
mothers taking responsibility for the conflict ending negatively. This phenomenon may
be similar to when abused women, typical of this population and sample, take
responsibility for abuse that is not their fault; this behavior may continue in the parentchild relationship (Sharp, 2003). Also, the incarcerated mothers’ feelings of helplessness
in the parenting role may leave them with fewer conflict management strategies.

Conflict styles. Not only did the types of strategies most often used by
incarcerated mothers differ based on positive or negative outcome the overall strategies
translated into conflict styles also differed. Collectively incarcerated mothers used all
conflict styles collaborating, compromising, competing, avoiding, and accommodating, to
some extent whether the conflict ended positively or negatively. However, there were
more instances of using a variety of conflict styles when the conflict ended positively.
The majority of mothers used a collaborative conflict style (69.8%) during positive
outcome conflicts. The most frequent conflict styles for conflicts that ended negatively
were competing (27.7%) and avoiding (24.5%). Research suggests these styles tend to be
less effective (Canary, Cupach, & Messman, 1995; Cupach, Canary, & Spitzberg, 2010;
Kilman & Thomas, 1977; Zhang, 2007). People are more successful at managing
conflicts when they use a variety of conflict styles and strategies to find a more positive
outcome (Beatty, Burant, Dobos, & Rudd, 1996; Cupach, Canary, & Spitzberg, 2010;
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Rudd, Beatty, Vogl-Bauer, & Dobos, 1997). Thus, regardless of incarceration mothers
who use these strategies have similar results.

Conflict tactics. Of the seven categories of conflict tactics (analytic remarks,
conciliatory remarks, confrontational remarks, irreverent remarks, noncommittal remarks,
topic management and denial/equivocation), analytic remarks was the most frequently
used conflict tactic for conflicts that ended positively (81.1%) or negatively (54.7%). The
second most frequent conflict tactic used for conflicts that ended positively (54.7%) was
conciliatory remarks. However, the second most frequent tactic used when the conflict
ended negatively was confrontational remarks (52.8%). Both analytic and conciliatory
remarks can be classified as collaborative or integrative tactics suggesting mothers are
using positive conflict management skills to resolve mother-child conflicts resulting in
positive outcomes (Sillars, 1986). However, mothers also used confrontational remarks
28.3% of the time during conflicts that ended positively, and 30.2% of the time, they used
topic management during conflicts that ended negatively. Confrontational remarks can be
categorized as a destructive conflict management skill, and topic management can be
seen as an avoidance strategy (Sillars, 1986). This suggests, that incarcerated mothers
may lack constructive strategies to deal with certain conflict topics such as their
incarceration and separation from the mother-child relationship.

Instances of verbal aggression may be identified as confrontational remarks
indicating mothers may be using these as a strategy to procure a positive outcome during
conflict. Topic management as a conflict tactic during conflicts that ended negatively
may possibly be explained by the conflict topic of the mother’s incarceration. This
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conflict topic may be an ongoing source of conflict between mother and child and
therefore an avoidance strategy may be utilized because there is no easy resolution
(Clark, 1995; Grella & Greenwell, 2006). Also women in prison are conditioned to use
avoidance strategies when in conflict with other inmates; this strategy therefore becomes
their “appropriate” strategy to use in all conflicts (Clark, 1995). These strategies
therefore could be explained by the effects institutionalization has on one’s behaviors and
attitudes (Sharp, 2003). The context of incarceration and its written and unwritten rules
therefore may have an impact on incarcerated mothers’ responses to their interpersonal
relationships. These strategies therefore could be explained by the effects
institutionalization has on one’s attitudes and behaviors (Sharp, 2003). The context of
incarceration and it’s written and unwritten rules therefore may have an impact on
incarcerated mothers’ responses to their interpersonal relationships.

Summary. One explanation for the way incarcerated mothers describe their
mother-child conflicts is through an interpersonal communication deficiency model.
When the conflict ended positively mothers reported using more constructive conflict
strategies including collaborative conflict styles, and constructive conflict tactics.
Collaborating and compromising styles were used more often during conflicts that ended
positively; these styles were significantly different in conflicts that ended positively or
negatively. Also, the strategies they used tended to be more constructive and
collaborative rather than destructive or aggressive. For instance, analytic and conciliatory
remarks were used more often in conflicts that ended positively. A significant difference
was found between the two groups indicating these positive tactics were used during
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conflicts that ended negatively. However, topic management and denial/equivocation
were used at a significantly greater amount during conflicts that ended negatively.

When the conflicts end negatively mothers reported using less conflict strategies,
of which most yielded negative results. For example, a constructive method for dealing
with conflict, verbal reprimand, was significantly different when used in conflicts that
ended positively or negatively. Conversely, a significant difference was found in the
methods yell/scream and avoid; they were used in more conflicts that ended negatively as
a method for dealing with conflict. Verbal reprimand was used more during positive
conflicts than negative conflicts. Mothers were able to describe the difference between
constructive and destructive conflict strategies, but when asked to report the strategies
they use when met with resistance, few additional strategies were employed.
Confrontational remarks were used more often during conflicts that ended negatively.
These confrontational remarks could include verbal aggression and therefore indicate that
verbal aggression was used when constructive skills were lacking. With further
communication competency training mothers can gain more skills for appropriate and
effective ways to resolve conflict with their children. One way to do this is to help
incarcerated mothers use the effective strategies in both conflicts that ended positively
and negatively.

Research Question Two

Research question two examined incarcerated mothers’ parenting styles.
Incarcerated mothers were most frequently coded to have an authoritative parenting style
(49.1%) when the conflict ended positively, followed by an authoritarian (37.7%) and
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permissive parenting style (28.3%). However, when the conflict ended negatively 49.1%
of the incarnated mothers were coded as having an authoritarian parenting style, 24.5% a
permissive style and 17.0% an authoritative style. Authoritative parenting balances
nurturance with control, this balance was exhibited in conflicts that ended positively
(Baumrind, 1966). However, Clark (1995) argued incarcerated mothers would turn to an
authoritarian parenting style due to their high need for control. This may lend insight into
why an authoritarian parenting style was used to describe the conflict as negative. It is
possible the high need for control left the incarcerated mothers with fewer options to
resolve the conflict positively. Parenting style therefore may help expand the
interpersonal skills deficiency model in the parenting context. Parenting style could
possibly provide an explanation for choice of tactics used and willingness to use other
tactics. Parenting style therefore may help expand the interpersonal skills deficiency
model in the parenting context. Parenting style could possible provide and explanation
for choice of tactics used and willingness to use other tactics.
When responding to the question “If you could change anything about your
relationship with your child/children what would it be?”, 15.1 % reported wanting to
have an authoritative parenting style, 9.4% a permissive parenting style, and 7.5% an
authoritarian parenting style. When asked the question “What things do you wish you
could do better as a mother?”, 18.9 % reported wanting to have an authoritative parenting
style, 11.3% a permissive parenting style, and 3.8% an authoritarian parenting style. This
indicates that incarcerated mothers seek to become more authoritative and desire the
skills associated with these parenting styles such as listening more and becoming more
patient. This also lends support for Baumrind’s (1966) and Bayer and Cegala’s (1992)
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finding that parenting style may affect which strategies are used during conflict.
Parenting styles are made up of different tactics by broadening the amount of tactics
incarcerated mothers use and teaching them the differences between the parenting styles
they may be able to gain additional skills and knowledge to combat the feelings of
frustration and anger.

Research Question Three

Research question three examined parenting style and incarcerated mothers’
attitudes toward parenting. A negative relationship between incarcerated mothers’
authoritarian parenting style and satisfaction with parenting was found. This suggests
incarcerated mothers with an authoritarian parenting style reported being less satisfied
with their parenting. This may be indicative of the sample, who also desired to be more
authoritative. These mothers may recognize when they are being authoritarian and
therefore be less satisfied with their parenting because of it. Authoritarian parents tend to
be more controlling and may employ more aggressive parenting strategies that may not
be as effective as a balance between nurturing and control strategies (Akntar, 2012;
Baurind, 1966). Also, a negative relationship between incarcerated mothers’ authoritarian
parenting style and their involvement was found. This indicates those who engage in an
authoritarian parenting style are less likely to be involved with their children. This runs
contrary to many of the findings on parental school involvement and authoritarian
parenting styles. For example, Dornbusch et. al. (1987) found authoritarian parents
attempt to control their children with absolute standards and expect obedience, respect for
authority, and preservation of order from children. Authoritarian parents tend to have

62

high levels of academic involvement with their children. However, this did not predict
academic success. In addition, there was a negative relationship found between
incarcerated mothers’ authoritarian parenting style and their communication with their
child, resulting in authoritarian parenting styles using less communication (Dornbusch et.
al., 1987). Other research is consistent with these findings such as Grolnick, Price,
Beiswenger, and Sauck (2007) which found mothers with a high need for control were
less likely to offer feedback and information to their children. These mothers also spent
more time talking “at” their children rather than with their children.
Another way these findings could be explained is through the context of
incarceration of the sample. Incarcerated mothers attempt to maintain contact and
communication with their children but their communication may be limited and strained.
Sharp (2003) discussed barriers to communication in the prison environment such as
telephone calls that are expensive for mothers and their families and telephone privileges
that may need to be earned and restricted. Incarcerated mothers’ separation from their
children may have impaired both their quantity and quality of communication. Because
the PCRI was not intended for the incarcerated mother population the instrument may
contain flaws in this instance. A non-applicable (N/A) option may have been appropriate
to include in the instrument.

Research Question Four
Research question four examined the relationship between incarcerated mothers’
use of verbally aggressive messages and socio-communicative style. There was a
negative relationship between reported use of threats and responsiveness on the socio-
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communicative scale. This suggests the more responsive the mother is the less likely she
is to use threats. Responsiveness can also be classified as submissiveness and therefore
lends support to the finding that submissive individuals are less likely to use threats
(Myers, 1998; Richmond & McCroskey, 1995; Thomas, Richmond & McCroskey, 1994).
Specifically, Myers (1998) indicated that aggressive communicators are
more verbally aggressive than competent and submissive communicators. Another
explanation may be the amount of abused women in this sample or the context of
incarceration. The power imbalance associated with abuse may have conditioned this
sample into responsive and submissive behaviors. In addition, incarceration requires a
certain amount of submissiveness on the part of the individual as part of their punishment
(Sharp, 2003). This value that is conditioned into the prisoners may shape the behavior
incarcerated mothers have in other interpersonal relationships.

Research Question Five

Research question five examined the relationship between incarcerated mothers’
parenting attitudes and use of verbally aggressive messages. Although the correlations
were small in magnitude several relationships were found between attitudes toward
mother-child relationship and use of verbally aggressive messages. The small correlations
are not surprising due to the sensitive nature of verbally aggressive messages. Infante,
Chandler and Rudd (1989) argued that people may be hesitant to report anti-social
behaviors and therefore the relationship maybe stronger than recorded. In this study there
were low instances of the mothers reporting their use of verbally aggressive messages
with the exception of threat, nonverbal emblems, profanity, and ridicule. This could be
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explained by the restrictive context incarcerated mothers are in. However, even under
these restrictive conditions, incarcerated mothers still report their use of verbally
aggressive messages with their children. This is possibly another instance in which the
anti-social behaviors (verbal aggressive messages) are being under-reported.

There were four verbally aggressive messages that had a significant positive
correlation with emotional and social support. Threats, ridicule, profanity, and nonverbal
emblems all had positive relationships with the emotional and social support. The
emotional and social support scale could represent power. If an individual has emotional
and social support, then he or she feels he or she has more power. He or she is allowed to
use verbally aggressive messages while his or her children are not (Steinmetz, 1977;
Wilson & Morgan, 2004). This may lend support to the Fraibert, Adelson and Shapiro
(1974) study that identified a destructive cycle of punishment where a parent acts in an
aggressive manner toward children who in turn act out themselves aggressively and are
punished for it.

There were three verbally aggressive messages that had a significant positive
relationship with limit setting. Character attacks, ridicule and profanity all reached
significant positive relationships with the limit setting. When setting limits mothers can
feel frustration and anger when met with resistance this frustration and anger may lead to
the use of destructive strategies (Dix, Ruble, & Zambarano, 1989). Verbally aggressive
messages may be used as conflict management strategy when setting limits. Mothers may
also view these messages as appropriate and or effective when setting limits. This is also
typical of the greater parent population including the non-incarcerated population. For
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example, Beatty, Burant, Dobos, and Rudd, (1996) found verbally aggressive fathers
were also less aware of other effective plans and employed verbal aggression as an
acceptable strategy.

Lastly, there was a significant negative correlation between reported use of
ridicule and gender role orientation. Mothers who have more traditional gender role
orientations use ridicule. It is unclear as to why this was found as a result and further
research may be needed on gender roles and verbal aggression.

Research Question Six

Research question six examined the relationship between incarcerated mothers’
socio-communicative styles and attitudes toward parenting. There were no relationships
found between mothers’ socio-communicative styles and their attitudes toward the
mother-child relationship. This could be because of the low sample size (n=53). Most of
the sample scored high on both the assertiveness and responsiveness scale, indicating
they were communicatively competent.

Conclusion and Limitations

In conclusion, overall, this incarcerated sample exhibited many similarities to
other parenting samples. The conflict topic of not listening encompasses the everyday
conflicts many parents face with their children. In response to these everyday instances,
many parents may feel frustration and anger, resulting in the use of fewer skills to deal
with continued resistance and noncompliance. Thus, the use of verbally aggressive
messages becomes an acceptable conflict strategy. Also, like other parents with an
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authoritarian parenting style, the incarcerated mothers’ high need for control has a
negative relationship with their communication.

However, the incarcerated mothers are unique in that their incarceration has a
negative outcome on their relationship with their children. The mother’s incarceration
was the second most frequent topic of conflict when the conflict ended negatively.
Incarcerated mothers also took responsibility for the conflict when it ended negatively,
either blaming themselves for the conflict topic or their behavior during the conflict. This
may be similar to abused women taking responsibility for situations that may not be their
fault. Incarcerated women have histories of abuse. This may also explain why avoidance
is a conflict style used when the outcome of the conflict was negative.

This research suggests incarcerated mothers need skills to deal with parenting
communication issues while separated. By educating incarcerated mothers on additional
conflict styles and tactics, they will be better equipped with strategies to deal with
conflict situations that end negatively. The focus of communication between incarcerated
mother and child will also help deal with feelings of guilt over their separation.

These findings expand the knowledge of mother-child relationships during
incarceration by using an interpersonal skills deficiency model framework and expanding
it to include socio-communicative style and parenting style and attitudes. The
incarcerated mothers’ socio-communicative style was related to their use of verbal
aggressive messages. This was consistent with previous research on the relationship
between communication competency and verbal aggression (Beatty, Burant, Dobos, &
Rudd, 1996). However, parenting style and attitudes provided a unique insight into the
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relationship between verbal aggressive messages used during conflict situations. The
relationship found between one’s parenting styles and attitudes on verbal aggressive
messages suggests that other factors may affect one’s message choices and tactics during
conflict.

Limitations and Future Research. The limitations of this study include the
small sample size of 53 incarcerated women. A larger sample size would have allowed
for stronger relationships and other multivariate statistics. However, while the sample
size was small, the magnitude of the relationships may be much greater than reported in
this study. It should also be noted that the sample size could have been affected by the
site at which the data was collected. The pre-release centers accommodate prisoners who
fit a certain criteria for example, non-violent crimes, good behavior, and near to their
release date.

Future research should examine the ways in which the conflict topic of
incarceration has an effect on the mother-child relationship. This could offer an in-depth
look at the communication patterns evident in negotiating a relationship while separated.
By knowing the strategies used during these negative outcome conflicts one can learn to
communicate better during times of conflict. Other areas of interest for future research
include measuring incarcerated mothers’ trait verbal aggression, a comparison study
using incarcerated mothers and non-incarcerated mother samples, a sample of
incarcerated fathers, and a study that includes incarcerated parents’ children.
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APPENDIX A
ADDITONAL TABLES
Table A1
Incarcerated Mothers’ Ethnicity
Ethnicity

Frequency %

Caucasian

26

50.0

African American 19

36.5

Hispanic

2

3.8

Other

5

9.6

n=52

Table 2A
Incarcerated Mothers’ Level of Education
Education

Frequency %

Some high school

10

19.2

High school diploma

14

26.9

Some college

20

38.9

Certificate from a trade school 5

9.4

Bachelor’s degree

1.9

1

81

Associate’s degree

2

3.8

n=52

Table A3
Number of Children
Number of Children Frequency %
1

9

17

2

15

28.3

3

12

22.6

4

5

9.4

5

6

11.3

6

1

1.9

7

2

3.8

8

1

1.9

9

1

1.9

10

1

1.9

11

1

1.9

n=52

Table A4
Incarcerated Mothers’ Type of Crime
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Type of Crime

Frequency %

Drug Possession or Trafficking

17

32.1

Fraud, Forgery, or Stolen Goods

13

24.5

Resisting Arrest, Attempted Robbery, Abduction, or Assault 11

20.8

Theft

10

18.9

Other

10

18.9

n=53

Table A5
Incarcerated Mothers’ Length of Incarceration
Length of Separation Frequency %
0-3 months

6

11.5

3-6 months

10

19.2

6-12 months

11

21.2

1-3 years

16

30.8

3+ years

9

17.3

n=52

Table A6
Charged with a Violent Crime
Answer Frequency %
No

41

80.4

Yes

9

17.6

83

n=53

Table A7
Victim of Domestic Violence
Answer Frequency %
Yes

39

73.6

No

14

26.4

n=53

Table A8
Perpetrators of Domestic Violence
Perpetrators Frequency %
Boyfriend

19

36.5

Spouse

15

28.8

Parent

8

15.4

Partner

5

9.4

Other

4

7.7

n=39

84

Table A9
Level of Satisfaction in Relationship with Mother
Level of Satisfaction

Frequency %

Strongly Satisfactory

14

27.5

Satisfactory

13

25.5

Somewhat satisfactory

3

5.9

Neither Satisfactory or Unsatisfactory 5

9.8

Somewhat unsatisfactory

5

9.8

Unsatisfactory

5

3.9

Strongly unsatisfactory

4

7.8

Other

5

9.8

n=51

Table A10
Level of Satisfaction in Relationship with Father
Level of Satisfaction

Frequency %

Strongly satisfactory

10

19.6

Satisfactory

7

13.7

Somewhat satisfactory

5

9.8

Neither satisfactory or unsatisfactory 4

7.8

Somewhat unsatisfactory

4

7.8

Unsatisfactory

3

5.9

Strongly unsatisfactory

4

7.8
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Other

6

11.3

Variable

Mean sd

Skewness

Helpful

4.78

.415 -1.43

Responsive to Others

4.27

.777 -1.60

Sympathetic

4.43

.900 -2.36

Compassionate

4.47

.833 -2.17

Sensitive to the Needs of Others 4.31

.969 -1.92

Sincere

4.61

.568 -1.12

Gentle

4.29

.756 -.844

Warm

4.33

.739 -.938

Tender

4.27

.850 -.976

Friendly

4.47

.784 -2.36

n=51

Table A11
Items in Responsiveness Scale

n=51

Table A12
Items in Assertiveness Scale
Variable

Mean sd

Skewness

Defends Own Beliefs

4.31

.836 -1.73

Independent

4.49

.703 -1.04
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Forceful

2.45

1.06 .237

Has Strong Personality

4.06

1.17 -1.43

Assertive

3.90

1.01 -.781

Dominant

3.12

1.34 -.171

Willing to Take a Stand 4.43

.781 -1.20

Acts as a Leader

3.80

1.20 -.978

Aggressive

2.76

1.42 .001

Competitive

3.25

1.35 -.385

n=51

Table A13
Items in Emotional and Social Support Scale
Variable

Mean

sd

Skew

*When it comes to raising my child, I feel alone most of

2.85

1.54

.146

*I worry a lot about money

3.85

1.30

-1.04

*I sometimes wonder if I’m making the right decisions

3.48

1.29

-.357

2.79

3.09

5.29

2.38

1.39

.516

3.77

1.26

-.815

the time

about how I raise my child
I get a great deal of enjoyment from all aspects of my
life
*I sometimes feel if I don’t have time away from my
child I’ll go crazy
*My life is very stressful right now
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*I sometimes feel overburdened by my responsibilities

2.77

1.31

.148

3.42

1.29

-.403

3.42

1.60

-.432

as a parent
I’m generally satisfied with the way my life is going
right now
My spouse and I work as a team in doing chores around
the house
n=48
*Reverse coded variable

Table A14
Items in Satisfaction with Parenting Scale
Variable

Mean sd

I get as much satisfaction from having children as other parents do

2.06

1.10 1.89

*My feelings about being a parent change from day to day

2.15

1.41 1.05

*I often wonder what the rewards are in raising children

2.04

1.30 1.00

I get a great deal of satisfaction from having children

1.65

1.18 1.89

*I regret having children

1.38

1.02 3.02

*Being a parent isn’t as satisfying as I thought it would be

1.52

.967 2.44

Being a parent is one of the most important things in my life

1.58

1.33 2.17

*I wonder if I did the right thing in having children

2.25

1.36 .688

*I would rather do a lot of other things than spend time with my child 1.40

.892 3.04

*If I had to do it over, I would probably not have children

1.14 1.92

n=48
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1.65

Skew

*Reverse coded variable

Table A15
Items in Involvement Scale
Variable

Mean

sd

Skew

I spend a great deal of time with my child

2.17

1.40

.937

Being a parent comes naturally to me

1.67

.978

1.92

I love my child just way he or she is

1.35

.968

3.30

I feel very close to my child

1.54

1.07

2.21

I am very involved with my child’s sports or other activities

2.06

1.41

.994

*I feel I really don’t know my child

1.90

1.24

1.21

It’s a parents responsibility to protect his or her child from harm

1.33

.964

3.34

Sometimes I wonder how I would survive if anything were to

1.40

.975

2.66

*My child rarely talks to me unless he or she wants something

1.96

1.37

1.21

*I spend very little time talking with my child

1.81

1.25

1.69

*I feel there is a great distance between me and my child

2.27

1.34

.994

*I seldom have time to spend with my child

2.33

1.40

.686

I carry a photograph of my child in my wallet or purse

1.73

1.37

1.64

*I feel that I don’t know how to talk with my child in a way he or

2.08

1.34

1.08

happen to my child

she understands
n=51
*Reverse coded variable
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Table A16
Items in Communication Scale
Variable

Mean

sd

Skew

My child generally tells me when something is bothering him

1.78

1.17

1.53

If I have to say no to my child, I try to explain why

1.67

1.11

1.90

I can tell by my child’s face how he or she is feeling

1.61

.961

1.72

My child tells me all about his or her friends

1.80

1.13

1.44

I feel that I can talk to my child on his or her level

1.51

.857

1.75

I generally feel good about myself as a parent

1.86

1.17

1.22

My child would say I’m a good listener

1.96

1.30

1.05

When my child has a problem, he or she usually comes to me

1.76

1.01

1.22

2.04

1.36

1.13

or her

to talk things over
It’s better to reason with children then to just tell them what to
do
n=51

Table A17
Items in Limit Setting Scale
Variable

Mean sd

*I have trouble disciplining my child

2.26

1.23 .654

*I have a hard time getting through to my child

2.30

1.33 1.63

*My child is more difficult to care for than most children are

1.76

1.19 1.63
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Skew

*I sometimes give in to my child to avoid a tantrum

2.68

1.50 .200

*I wish I could set firmer limits with my child

2.90

1.46 -.106

*My child is out of control most of the time

1.64

1.05 1.90

*I wish my child would not interrupt when I am talking to someone else 2.88

1.45 .134

*I often lose my temper with my child

1.80

1.03 1.47

*My child really knows how to make me angry

2.26

1.24 .412

*I sometimes find it hard to say no to my child

3.52

1.50 -.622

*I often threaten to punish my child but rarely do

3.12

1.56 -.107

*Some people would say that my child is a bit spoiled

3.52

1.45 -.569

n=50
*Reverse coded variable

Table A18
Items in Autonomy Scale
Variable

Mean sd

Skew

*Parents should protect their child from things that might make

3.76

1.53

-.888

*Children should be given most of the things they want

2.72

1.37

.284

*Parents should give their children all of those things the

2.58

1.46

.535

*I can’t stand the thought of my child growing up

2.56

1.63

.462

*Parents should be careful about whom they allow their

4.3

1.16

-1.91

them unhappy

parents never had

children to have as friends
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*Teenagers are not old enough to decide most things for

3.56

1.46

-.657

*My child keeps secrets from me

2.24

1.27

.895

*I miss the close relationship I had with my child when he or

3.24

1.52

-.280

*I worry a lot about my child getting hurt

4.26

1.05

-1.55

*I have a hard time letting go of my child

3.84

1.45

-.760

themselves

she was younger

n=50
*Reverse coded variable
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APPENDIX B
INTERVIEW SCHEDULE
1. Would you please introduce yourself and tell us how many children you have,
their ages, and your current family situation?
2. Has there been a time where you were separated from them and for how long?
3. How do you typically talk with your child/children while separated?
a. Letters
b. Phone calls
c. Visits
d. No communication
4. Who is your child currently living with? How often do you see or talk with your
child?
5. Who do you see as other caretakers of your children
a. Do you feel they have similar parenting styles as you?
i. What are some of the similarities and differences?
6. How do you compare your communication with your child to your
communication when you were a child?
7. What does your child do that leads to conflict
8. What are your primary methods of dealing with conflict?
a. Spanking
b. Grounding
c. Time out
d. Verbal reprimand
e. Other ________
9. When do you feel physical contact is appropriate?
a. When is it inappropriate?
b. What do you consider child abuse?
10. Do you change the way you resolve conflict depending on
a. Age of the child
b. Child’s personality
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c. Context
d. Conflict behavior
e. Other _________
11. How likely are you to use the following? (Rank 0 don’t use it to 5 very likely)
a. Character attacks
b. Threats
c. Competence attacks
d. Malediction
e. Insults
f. Teasing
g. Ridicule
h. Profanity
i. Nonverbal emblems
12. Describe a conflict situation involving you and your child that ended positively
13. Describe a conflict situation involving you and your child that ended negatively
14. If you could change anything about your relationship between you and your child
what would it be?
15. What things do you wish you could do better as a mother?
16. If you participating in a parenting communication program what do you think
would be important or useful for moms who have been separated from their
children?
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APPENDIX C
CODEBOOK AND CODING FORM
Part A: Parenting Style
Directions: Please read the following parenting style descriptions then for questions
5a, 7, 12, 13, 14, and 15 please rank the presence of the following parenting styles
using the coding scheme below:
0-The style is not present
1- The style is present but not dominant
2- The style is present
3- The style is present and dominant
4- Cannot be determined
Please code your answers on the first table of the coding form. More than one style
may be present for each question or no style maybe present.
Authoritative:
Authoritative parents balance high nurturance and high control. They tend to be
democratic in nature. They may also be demanding but are also supportive and
responsive. They may also use or exhibit warmth, reciprocal responses, clear and person
centered communication, avoid using personal attacks and be more argumentative,
Permissive:
Permissive parents lack control and effective monitoring by either neglecting or
indulging their children. Permissive parents are high responsiveness/warmth and low
demanding/control. They may also use or exhibit these characteristics lack control, lack
of involvement, neglecting, little or no discipline, give their children high autonomy and
minimal support.
Authoritarian:
Authoritarian parents are strict and lack warmth and typically use harsh discipline styles,
they are more concerned with control than nurturance. They may also use or exhibit these
characteristics, uses power, discontent with parenting, withdrawn/unresponsive,
distrustful, aggression (physical and verbal), controlling, restricting, unrealistic or
inappropriate demands, high monitoring, restrictions and ridged and inflexible during
conflict.
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Part B: Conflict Topics
Directions: For questions 7, 12 and 13 please code (1 = present; 0=not present) for
the conflict topics on second table of the coding form. More than one topic maybe
coded as present for each question or no topic maybe present. If you do not see a
topic available please code as other and specify on the coding form.
Not performing responsibilities (homework, chores, other)
Fighting (siblings, school, others)
Lying
Talking back/Swearing
Drugs
Sex
Not listening
Running away
Damaging Property
Separation/Mother’s incarceration
Other (please specify)
Part C: Cause of Conflict
Directions: For questions 12 and 13 please code (1 = present; 0= not present) how
mothers attribute the conflict on the second table of the coding form. More than one
attribution maybe coded as present for each question or no attributions maybe
present.
External problem description: one or both parties attribute conflict to an external
source for the problem.
Internal problem description: description of problem residing inside the speaker
Mother accepts responsibility
Mother describes child as accepting responsibility
Mother excuses herself
Mother excuses child
Mother excuses other
Blaming spouse/partner
Blaming child
Blaming others
Part D: Conflict Tactics
Directions: Please read the flowing conflict tactic categories then for questions 12
and 13 please code (1 = present/used; 0= not present) for tactics the mother
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describes as using herself. Please code this on the second table of the coding form.
More than one tactic category maybe coded as present for each question or no
tactics maybe present.
Denial/equivocation
-direct denial: stating the conflict does not exist
-implicit denial: implying the conflict is not a problem or rationalizing that it
doesn’t exist
-excuses: offering a reason for conflict behavior, reasoning weak or faulty
-qualifying statements: explicitly qualifying the extent or nature of conflict
- disengagement: statement expressing desire not to talk about conflict/
withholding a complaint
-no discipline or consequence: did not have a consequence for behavior
- Sulked or refused to talk about an issue
Topic management
-topic shifts: not discussing conflict/answering question
-topic avoidance: demand to stop discussing conflict
-procedural remark: remark that brings attention away from conflict
- Stomped out of the room/house/yard
Noncommittal remarks
-noncommittal statements: does not affirm or deny existence of conflict
-noncommittal questions: asking unfocused or general questions
-abstract remarks: making general remarks about the nature of things
-distraction: says something to distract person
Irreverent remarks
-friendly joking: joking not at expense of partner
-constructive metacommunication: non hostile statement about conflict
-humor: lighthearted humor, not sarcastic
-positive physical interaction: affection, touch, hug, kiss
- Cried
Analytic remarks
-descriptive statements: non-hostile observation about conflict
-disclosure statements: non-hostile reporting of feelings, attitudes, motives,
actions, etc
-solicitation of disclosure: non-hostile request for the partner to reveal feelings or
attitudes/seeking reassurance, investigate the problem
-solicitation of criticism: non-hostile request for criticism
-discussing course of action: exploring consequences for course of action in a non-hostile
way (Pros and cons) Joint solution or decision
-non-hostile proposal: non-hostile proposal for termination/decrease or
initiation/increase of some behavior
-used constructive discipline: took away something, restricted access, time-out,
grounding, do something (chore)
- Discussed and issue calmly with your child
- Got information to back up your side of things
Confrontational remarks
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-personal criticism: direct criticism of others behavior, thoughts, attitudes,
feelings, insulted him/her.etc
-rejection: hostile statement reacting to conflict/ belief their decision is the right
and only decision
-hostile imperatives: demand change, yelling, loose temper, swearing
-hostile joking: jokes at expense of other
-hostile questions: questioning in a hostile tone, yelling
-presumptive remarks: statements/predictions that attribute negative qualities to
the other
-defensiveness: giving reasons in a hostile way
-disapproval: statement of dislike or disapproval of behavior
-disagreement: statement expressing disagreement
-threat/coercion: physical/emotional harm that is contingent on compliance of
other. Threatened to hit or throw something at him/her. Threatened him/her with a knife
or gun
-intimidation: attempt to induce fear/respect w/out clear reference to compliance
of the other. Threw or smashed or hit or kicked something.
-demand/command: direct command of specific behavior that could be fulfilled
-put down: demeaning or mocking the other/ridicule
-sarcasm: using negative or ironic tone to demean other
-negative metacommunication: negative tone when talking about conflict
-withhold information: unwillingness to disclose information
-refusal to comply: refusing to engage in behavior partner requests/demands
-guilt induction: indirect statements intended to induce guilt
-contempt/condescension: signs of superiority or arrogance -use of influence or
authority/use of expertise/use of power
-used destructive discipline: physical (spanking, beating, using an object, Pushed,
grabbed, or shoved him/her, threw something at him/her, Kicked, bit, or hit him/her with
a fist, Burned or scalded him/her, Used a knife or fired a gun ..etc)
- Did or said something to spite him/her
Conciliatory remarks
-supportive remarks: statements reflecting support, acceptance, understanding and
positive regard for partner
-concessions: expression of wiliness to change behavior (includes apologies)
-pleading/coaxing: appeals to fairness, appeals to love, appeals to others motives.
-agreement: direct and clear agreement
-approval: responding favorable to attributes, actions, statements of the speaker
-compromise: proposal of mutual exchange of behaviors
-open/reciprocal communication
- Brought in or tried to bring in someone to help settle things
-apology
Part E: Compliance Gaining Tactics
Directions: A list of compliance gaining tactics are listed below, within their
descriptions are examples of communication messages. You may not see the exact
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wording of these but are to be used as exemplars for understanding the topics. For
questions 12 and 13 please first code (1 = present/used; 0= not present) for tactics
the mother describes as using. Please record this on the second table of the coding
form. More than one tactic maybe coded as present for each question or no tactics
maybe present.
Promise--- If you comply, I will reward you.
Threat--- If you do not comply I will punish you.
Positive Expertise--- If you comply you will be rewarded because of “the nature of
things”.
Negative Expertise--- If you do not comply you will be punishes because of “the nature
of things”.
Liking--- I am friendly and helpful so that I can get my child in “good frame of mind” so
that he/she will comply with my request.
Pregiving--- I reward my child before requesting their compliance.
Aversive Stimulation--- I continually punish making termination conditional on
compliance.
Debt--- You owe my compliance because of past favors.
Moral Appeal--- You are immoral if you do not comply.
Positive Self-Feeling--- You will feel better about yourself if you comply.
Negative Self-Feeling--- You will feel worse about yourself if you do not comply.
Positive Altercasting--- A person with “good” qualities would comply.”
Negative Altercasting--- Only a person with “bad” qualities would not comply.
Altruism--- I need your compliance very badly, so do it for me.
Positive Esteem--- People you value will think better of you if you comply.
Negative Esteem--- People you value will think worse of you if you do not comply.
Part F: Conflict Styles
Directions: Please read the following conflict style descriptions then for questions 12
and 13 please rank the presence of the following parenting styles using the coding
scheme below:
0-The style is not present
1- The style is present but not dominant
2- The style is present
3- The style is present and dominant
4- Cannot be determined
Please code your responses the second table of the coding form. Rank each style
with respect to the responses. More than one style may be present for each question
or no style maybe present.
Competing is assertive and uncooperative—an individual pursues his own concerns at the
other person's expense. This is a power-oriented mode in which you use whatever power
seems appropriate to win your own position—your ability to argue, your rank, or
economic sanctions. Competing means "standing up for your rights," defending a
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position which you believe is correct, or simply trying to win. High confrontational
tactics
Accommodating is unassertive and cooperative—the complete opposite of competing.
When accommodating, the individual neglects his own concerns to satisfy the concerns
of the other person; there is an element of self-sacrifice in this mode. Accommodating
might take the form of selfless generosity or charity, obeying another person's order when
you would prefer not to, or yielding to another's point of view. High conciliatory tactics
Avoiding is unassertive and uncooperative—the person neither pursues his own concerns
nor those of the other individual. Thus he does not deal with the conflict. Avoiding might
take the form of diplomatically sidestepping an issue, postponing an issue until a better
time, or simply withdrawing from a threatening situation. High denial/equivocation
tactics, high topic management, high noncommittal and high irreverent tactics
Collaborating is both assertive and cooperative—the complete opposite of avoiding.
Collaborating involves an attempt to work with others to find some solution that fully
satisfies their concerns. It means digging into an issue to pinpoint the underlying needs
and wants of the two individuals. Collaborating between two persons might take the form
of exploring a disagreement to learn from each other's insights or trying to find a creative
solution to an interpersonal problem. High analytic tactics and high conciliatory tactics
Compromising is moderate in both assertiveness and cooperativeness. The objective is to
find some expedient, mutually acceptable solution that partially satisfies both parties. It
falls intermediate between competing and accommodating. Compromising gives up more
than competing but less than accommodating. Likewise, it addresses an issue more
directly than avoiding, but does not explore it in as much depth as collaborating. In some
situations, compromising might mean splitting the difference between the two positions,
exchanging concessions, or seeking a quick middle-ground solution. High analytic tactics
Part G: Methods for dealing with Conflict
Directions: A list of methods for dealing with conflict are listed below for questions
12 and 13 please first code (1 = present/used; 0= not present) for methods the
mother describes as using. Please record this on the second table of the coding form.
More than one tactic maybe coded as present for each question or no tactics maybe
present.
-Yell/Scream
-Physical action
-Verbal Reprimand
-Grounding
-Take Something Away
-Avoid
-other (please specify)

Coding Form
Category

Q5

Q7
100

Q12

Q13

Q14

Q15

Parenting Style
Authoritative
Permissive
Authoritarian
Category
Conflict Topics
not doing responsibilities
(homework, chores, other)
fighting (siblings, school,
others)
lying
talking back/swearing
drugs
sex
not listening
running away
damaging property
separation/mother's
incarceration
other (please specify)
Attributions
external problem
description
internal problem
description
mother accepts
responsibility
mother describes child as
accepting responsibility
mother excuses child
mother excuses herself
mother excuses other
mother blames child
mother blames
spouse/partner
mother blames other
Conflict Tactics
Denial/Equivocation
Topic Management
Noncommittal remarks
Irreverent remarks
Analytic remarks
Confrontational Remarks
Conciliatory Remarks

Q7

Q12

101

Q13

Compliance Gaining
Tactics
promise
threat
positive expertise
negative expertise
liking
pregiving
aversive stimulation
debt
moral appeal
positive self-feeling
negative self-feeling
positive altercasting
negative altercasting
altruism
positive esteem
negative esteem
Conflict Styles
competing
accommodating
avoiding
collaborating
compromising
Method for Dealing with
Conflict
Yell/Scream
Physical action
Verbal Reprimand
Grounding
Take Something Away
Avoid
other (please specify)
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APPENDIX D

PARTICIPANT SURVEY

Section 1:
DIRECTIONS: The questionnaire below lists 20 personality characteristics. Please
indicate the degree to which you believe each of these characteristics applies to you while
interacting with others by marking whether you:

5- Strongly agree
4- Agree
3- Undecided
2- Disagree
1- Strongly disagree

_____ 1. Helpful

_____ 2. Defends own beliefs

_____ 3. Independent
103

__ 4. Responsive to others

_____ 5. Forceful

_____ 6. Has strong personality

_____ 7. Sympathetic

_____ 8. Compassionate

_____ 9. Assertive

_____ 10. Sensitive to the needs of others

_____ 11. Dominant

_____ 12. Sincere

_____ 13. Gentle

_____ 14. Willing to take a stand

_____ 15. Warm

_____ 16. Tender

_____ 17. Friendly

_____ 18. Acts as a leader

_____ 19. Aggressive
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_____ 20. Competitive

Section 2:

This questionnaire is about your attitudes towards parenting and toward your child
(children). You decide the degree to which you agree or disagree with each statement by
marking numbers 1 through 5 for each statement.
1= STRONGLY AGREE – Mark 5 if you strongly support the statement, or feel the
statement is true most of all the time.
2= AGREE – Mark 2 if you support the statement, or feel this statement is true some of
the time.
3= UNCERTAIN – Mark 3 only when it is impossible to decide on one of the other
choices.
4= DISAGREE – Mark 4 if you feel you cannot support the statement or that the
statement is not true some of the time.
5= STRONGLY DISAGREE – Mark 5 if you feel strongly against the statement or feel
that is not true.
Support Scale

_____ 1. When it comes to raising my child, I feel alone most of the time.

_____ 2. I worry a lot about money.

_____ 3. I sometimes wonder if I’m making the right decisions about how I raise my
child.

_____ 4. I get a great deal of enjoyment from all aspects of my life.
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_____ 5. I sometimes feel if I don’t have time away from my child I’ll go crazy.

_____ 6. My life is very stressful right now.

_____ 7. I sometimes feel overburdened by my responsibilities as a parent.

_____ 8. I’m generally satisfied with the way my life is going right now.

_____ 9. My spouse and I work as a team in doing chores around the house.
Satisfaction with Parenting Scale

_____ 1. I get as much satisfaction from having children as other parents do.

_____ 2. My feelings about being a parent change from day to day.

_____ 3. I often wonder what the rewards are in raising children.

_____ 4. I get a great deal of satisfaction from having children.

_____ 5. I regret having children.

_____ 6. Being a parent isn’t as satisfying as I thought it would be.
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_____ 7. Being a parent is one of the most important things in my life.

_____ 8. I wonder if I did the right thing in having children.

_____ 9. I would really rather do a lot of other things than spend time with my child.

_____ 10. If I had to do it over, I would probably not have children.
Involvement Scale

_____ 1. I spend a great deal of time with my child.

_____ 2. Being a parent comes naturally to me.

_____ 3. I love my child just the way he or she is.

_____ 4. I feel very close to my child.

_____ 5. I am very involved with my child’s sports or other activities.

_____ 6. I feel I really don’t know my child.

_____ 7. It’s a parent’s responsibility to protect his or her child from harm.

107

_____ 8. Sometimes I wonder how I would survive if anything were to happen to my
child.

_____ 9. My child rarely talks to me unless he or she wants something.

_____ 10. I spend very little time talking with my child.

_____ 11. I feel that there is a great distance between me and my child.

_____ 12. I seldom have time to spend with my child.

_____ 13. I carry a photograph of my child in my wallet or purse.

_____ 14. I feel that I don’t know how to talk with my child in a way that he or she
really understands.

Communication Scale

_____ 1. My child generally tells me when something is bothering him or her.

_____ 2. If I have to say no to my child, I try to explain why.

_____ 3. I can tell by my child’s face how he or she is feeling.
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_____ 4. My child tells me all about his or her friends.

_____ 5. I feel that I can talk to my child on his or her level.
_____ 6. I generally feel good about myself as a parent.

_____ 7. My child would say that I am a good listener.

_____ 8. When my child has a problem, he or she usually comes to me to talk things
over.

_____ 9. It’s better to reason with children than just to tell them what to do.

Limit Setting Scale

_____ 1. I have trouble disciplining my child.

_____ 2. I have a hard time getting through to my child.

_____ 3. My child is more difficult to care for than most children are.

_____ 4. I sometimes give in to my child to avoid a tantrum.

_____ 5. I wish I could set firmer limits with my child.
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_____ 6. My child is out of control much of the time.

_____ 7. I wish my child would not interrupt when I am talking to someone else.

_____ 8. I often lose my temper with my child.

_____ 9. My child really knows how to make me angry.

_____ 10. I sometimes find it hard to say no to my child.

_____ 11. I often threaten to punish my child but rarely do.

_____ 12. Some people would say that my child is a bit spoiled.

Autonomy Scale

_____ 1. Parents should protect their child from things that might make them unhappy.

_____ 2. Children should be given most of the things they want.

_____ 3. Parents should give their children all of those things the parents never had.

110

_____ 4. I can’t stand the thought of my child growing up.

_____ 5. Parents should be careful about whom they allow their children to have as
friends.
_____ 6. Teenagers are not old enough to decide most things for themselves.

_____ 7. My child keeps many secrets from me.

_____ 8. I miss the close relationship I had with my child when he or she was younger.

_____ 9. I worry a lot about my child getting hurt.

_____ 10. I have a hard time letting go of my child.

Role Orientation Scale

_____ 1. Women should stay home and take care of the children.

_____ 2. Mothers who work are harming their children.

_____ 3. A father’s major responsibility is to provide financially for his children.

_____ 4. For a woman, having a challenging career is just not as important as being a
good mother.
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_____ 5. Husbands should help with child care.

_____ 6. Mothers should work only if necessary.

_____ 7. Below age four, most children are too young to be in a regular preschool or daycare program.

_____ 8. A woman can have a satisfying career and be a good mother too.

_____ 9. Having a full-time mother is best for a child.

Social Desirability Scale

_____ 1. My child is never jealous of others.

_____ 2. I never worry about my child.

_____ 3. I never had any problems with my child.

_____ 4. I have never been embarrassed by anything my child has said or done.

_____ 5. My child never puts off doing things that should be done right away.
Section 3:
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Please answer the following demographic questions. All responses will be kept
confidential.

1.

Circle your highest level of education
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.

Some high school
High school diploma
Completion of Lifeskills
Certificate from trade school
Some college
Associate’s degree
Bachelor’s degree
Master’s degree

2.

What is your age?

3.

What is your ethnicity?
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

African-American
Hispanic
Asian
Caucasian
Other

4.

How many children do you have?

5.

Please enter the ages of each of your children.

6.

Are you currently living with your children?
a.
b.

Yes
No

7.
If you answered No to the previous question, how long have you been
separated from your children.

8.

What were you incarcerated for?
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9.

How long were you incarcerated for?
a.
0-3 months
b.
3-6 months
c.
6-12 months
d.
1-3 years
e.
3+ years

10. Have you ever been charged with a violent crime?
a.
b.
c.

Yes
No
Other

11. Have you ever been the victim of domestic violence?
a.
b.
c.

Yes
No
Other

12. If you answered Yes to the previous question, was the violence against you
committed by your:
a.
Parent
b.
Spouse
c.
Partner
d.
Boyfriend
e.
Other
13. Please rate the level of satisfaction you have in the relationship with your
mother:
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.
14.

Strongly Unsatisfactory
Unsatisfactory
Somewhat Unsatisfactory
Neither unsatisfactory or satisfactory
Somewhat Satisfactory
Satisfactory
Strongly Satisfactory
Other

Please rate the level of satisfaction you have in the relationship with your father:
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a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.

Strongly Unsatisfactory
Unsatisfactory
Somewhat Unsatisfactory
Neither unsatisfactory or satisfactory
Somewhat Satisfactory
Satisfactory
Strongly Satisfactory
Other
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